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ENGLISH SUMMARY  
 
This study in sociolinguistics has as its stated purpose to present an answer to the proposition that 
the American president Barack Obama utilizes the rhetorical tool ‘style-shifting’ and shifts into 
using African American Vernacular English when speaking in front of black audiences specifically; 
that is, instead of his usual General American which is not marked for ethnicity, he shifts into using 
elements of African American Vernacular English (AAVE). The study treats the proposition as a 
hypothesis and is structured as such. In order to provide an adequate answer to this hypothesis, the 
study uses four different speeches given by Barack Obama between January 2008 and September 
2011 as the basis of its data collection. These speeches treat among other topics the condition of 
America and the African American community and are given in front of two different sorts of 
audiences: three of the speeches are given in front of and directed at a predominantly black 
audience while the fourth speech is directed at and given in front of a mixed/white audience. By 
eliminating other factors, such as topic and immediate linguistic context, the audience is 
theoretically isolated as the effective factor that – one way or another – causes Obama to styleshift. 
This data basis is explored by means of the sound analysis program ELAN, which is designed for 
this specific purpose. As the study is about style-shifting it operates with a small set of specific 
phonetic variables, variants of which are arguably indexical of African American Vernacular 
English. These variables are the (ING), (HAPPY) and (PRICE). In ELAN these variables can be 
isolated and marked so that a picture of the overall use of the given variable is presented, as well as 
a picture of the overall use of the respective variant of that variable. Through this quantitative 
analysis is can be uncovered exactly how salient Obama’s use of African American Vernacular 
English is. The results of this analysis are then compared to the theoretical framework that the 
hypothesis is based on. This theoretical basis is made up of theories developed by prominent 
scientists of sociolinguistics and social psychology.  
The smaller, social psychological part of the theory developed by Howard Giles known as 
communication accommodation theory concerns a proposal as to the workings of the psycho-
linguistic mechanisms that are at play when people communicate. Among the concepts this theory 
concerns itself are concepts such as ‘convergence’, divergence’ and ‘in-groups and out-groups’. 
This theory and these concepts can help to give a basic understanding of is social-psychologically 
happening when Obama speaks to a black audience and changes his way of speaking in doing so. 
The second theoretician of interest to this study is the professor of language Allan Bell, who, by 
means of his theory of audience design provides a more detailed proposition concerning the 
linguistic, more than psychological, mechanisms and relations that play out in communication 
between people.  
A third theoretician used in this study is Nikolas Coupland, who, with his theory of linguistic 
variation and its connection to identity and the creation of it can give another look at how to 
understand linguistic variation. In relation to Bell, Coupland’s take is that linguistic variation is 
very much a conscious choice people make in relating to how they should communicate with their 
surrounding world. Closely connected to Coupland’s theoretical framework is Penelope Eckert’s 
theory of the ‘indexical field’. This theory presents the notion that the social meaning conveyed by 
linguistic variation can be multifaceted and change over time. 
Lastly, Anne Fabricius and Janus Mortensen’s theory of the construct resource is used. Put roughly, 
this last theory treats people’s individual abstract notion of what different linguistic characteristics 
that comprise a style as well as what social identity this style is related to.  
Together, these theories form a theoretical framework with which we can theoretically argue that it 
is plausible that Obama style-shifts, even without any data to back this claim up. 
In the analysis, it is first of all seen that the results of the (PRICE) variable are so uncertain that this 
variable must be excluded from the remainder of the study’s discussion. On the other hand, the 
results of the (ING) variable show that there is a remarkable difference as to what variant Obama 
chooses to use. The speech in front of the mixed audience contains none of the variant that is 
indexical of AAVE, and hence these specific results are in favor of the thesis that the immediate 
audience affects Obama’s realization of this variable. However, the analysis of the (HAPPY) vowel 
shows that a lowering of the (HAPPY) vowel, which is indexical of AAVE, is an intrinsic part of 
his way of expressing himself in certain linguistic contexts. Yet, the results of two of the speeches 
given in front of a black audience show a higher number of occurrences of the lowering of the 
(HAPPY) vowel. This speaks in favor of a strategic use of style-shifting. This point is stressed 
further by the so-called Ashley example in which Obama clearly realizes the name Ashley in two 
different ways in two different speeches, without the immediate linguistic context demanding it. It 
is curious, however, that the third speech given in front of a black audience does not show the same 
distinct use of the (HAPPY) variant that is indexical of AAVE. However, in the discussion it is 
argued that this difference could be caused by a lack of incitement to use linguistic devices to create 
an in-group relation, as the audience almost exclusively consists of members of the Democratic 
Party.  
From the results it is concluded that generally, one can speak of style-shifting and that Obama 
probably uses certain linguistic elements that are indexical of AAVE in order to create in-group 
relations and thereby appear more attractive to potential voters.  
 
  
DANISH SUMMARY 
 
Dette studie i sociolingvistik har til formål at stille et svar på udsagnet om, at den amerikanske 
præsident Barack Obama udnytter det retoriske redskab ’stilskifte’, når han specifikt taler til et afro-
amerikansk publikum; altså, at han i stedet for sit ellers tilsyneladende ”standard” amerikanske 
engelsk, der ikke bærer præg af nogen specific amerikansk etnicitet, skifter til at anvende elementer  
af afro-amerikansk engelsk (AAVE). Projektet behandler udsagnet som en hypotese og er 
struktureret som sådan. For at kunne give et tilfredsstillende svar på denne hypotese anvender 
projektet fire forskellige taler holdt af Barack Obama mellem januar 2008 og september 2011 som 
dets datagrundlag. Disse taler omhandler blandt andet Amerikas tilstand og det afro-amerikanske 
fælleskab og er givet foran to forskellige slags publikum: tre af talerne er givet foran og rettet mod 
et overvejende afro-amerikansk publikum, mens den fjerde tale er rettet mod og givet foran et 
blandet/hvidt publikum. Ved at udelukke andre faktorer, såsom emne og umiddelbar lingvistisk 
kontekst, isoleres publikummet teoretisk set som den udslagsgivende faktor, der gør, at Obama 
udfører et stilskifte. Datagrundlaget udforskes ved hjælp af lydanalyseprogrammet ELAN, der er 
skabt til dette specifikke formål. Eftersom projektet omhandler stilskifte, opereres der med et lille 
sæt af bestemte fonologiske variabler, varianter af hvilke kan ses som værende indekserende for 
afro-amerikansk engelsk. Disse er variablerne (ING), (HAPPY) og (PRICE). I ELAN kan disse 
variabler isoleres og markeres, således at der gives et billede af mængden af den overordnede brug 
af den bestemte variabel, såvel som brugen af de respektive varianter af denne variabel. Gennem 
denne kvantitative analyse kan det afdækkes præcis hvor fremtrædende Obamas brug af afro-
amerikansk engelsk er. Resultaterne af denne analyse holdes herefter op mod det teoretiske 
grundlag, hypotesen er baseret på.  
Dette grundlag udgøres af teorier udviklet af prominente forskere indenfor sociolingvistik og 
socialpsykologi. Den mindre, socialpsykologiske teoridel, der er udviklet af Howard Giles og kendt 
som kommunikationsakkommoderingsteori (communication accommodation theory) omhandler et 
bud på de psykolingvistiske mekanismer, der udspiller sig i kommunikation mellem mennesker. 
Blandt koncepterne, der arbejdes med i denne teori, findes bl.a. ’konvergens’, ’divergens’ og ’ind-
grupper og ud-grupper’ (in-groups og out-groups). Denne teori og disse koncepter kan hjælpe til at 
give en basal forståelse af, hvad der socialpsykologisk sker, når Obama taler til et afro-amerikansk 
publikum og ændrer sin måde at tale på.  
Den anden teoretiker af interesse for dette projekt er sprogprofessoren Allan Bell, der med sin teori 
om publikumsdesign (audience design) giver et mere detaljeret bud på, hvilke sproglige, mere end 
psykologiske, mekanismer og forhold, der udspiller sig i mellemmenneskelig kommunikation. 
En tredje teoretiker, der anvendes i dette projekt, er Nikolas Coupland, som med sin teori om 
sprogvariation og dennes forbindelse til identitet kan give endnu en vinkel på, hvordan man kan 
forstå sproglig variation. I forhold til Bell er Couplands synspunkt, at sprogvariation er et meget 
bevidst valg, mennesker tager, idet de forholder sig til, hvorledes de skal kommunikere med deres 
omverden. Tæt forbundet til Couplands teoriramme er Penelope Eckerts teori om det sociale 
betydningsindeks, indeksfeltet (the indexical field). Denne teori handler om, hvordan den sociale 
betydning, der viderebringes ved sproglig variation, kan være multifacetteret og ændre sig over tid.  
Endeligt anvendes Anne Fabricius og Janus Mortensens teori om, hvad de med et engelsk udtryk 
kalder ’the construct resource’. Denne sidste teori omhandler i grove træk menneskers individuelle 
abstrakte forestilling om, hvilke forskellige lingvistiske karakteristika, der udgør en speciel stil, og 
også hvilken social identitet, denne stil er knyttet til.  
Tilsammen udgør disse teorier et rammegrundlag, udfra hvilket det teoretisk set vil kunne 
argumenteres, at det er plausibelt at Obama stilskifter, selv uden data til at påvise dette.  
I analysen ses det for det første, at resultaterne af (PRICE)-variablen er så usikre, at denne må 
udelukkes af den fortsatte diskussion i projektet. Resultaterne for (ING) viser derimod, at der er en 
markant forskel på, hvilken variant Obama vælger at benytte. Talen foran det blandede publikum 
indeholder ingen af den variant, der er indekserende for AAVE, og dermed taler disse specifikke 
resultater for den tese, at det umiddelbare publikum påvirker Obamas realisering af denne variabel. 
Analysen af (HAPPY)-variablen viser derimod, at en sænkning af (HAPPY)-vokalen, der er 
indekserende for AAVE, er en immanent del af hans måde at udtrykke sig på i visse lingvistiske 
kontekster. Dog viser resultaterne af to af talerne foran et afro-amerikansk publikum, at han i højere 
grad benytter denne sænkning af (HAPPY)-vokalen. Dette taler for et strategisk stilskifte. Denne 
pointe understreges ydermere af det såkaldte Ashley-eksempel, hvor Obama helt tydeligt realiserer 
navnet Ashley på to forskellige måder i to forskellige taler, uden at den umiddelbare lingvistiske 
kontekst fordrer det. Det er dog påfaldende, at den tredje tale givet foran et afro-amerikansk 
publikum ikke viser samme udprægede brug af den (HAPPY)-variant, der er indekserende for 
AAVE. Dog argumentes det i diskussionen for, at denne forskel kan skyldes et manglende 
incitament til at benytte lingvistiske virkemidler for at skabe en ind-grupperelation, da publikum 
næsten udelukkende består af afro-amerikanske demokrater.  
Ud fra resultaterne konkluderes det, at der generelt er tale om et stilskifte, og at Obama 
sandsynligvis benytter visse lingvistiske elementer, der er indekserende for AAVE, for at skabe ind-
grupperelation og derved fremstår mere attraktiv for potentielle vælgere.  
 
 
1 
 
Table of contents 
Introduction .................................................................................................................................................. 3 
Hypothesis..................................................................................................................................................... 4 
Working-questions ........................................................................................................................................ 4 
Methodology ................................................................................................................................................. 5 
Terms ........................................................................................................................................................ 5 
The project process ................................................................................................................................... 5 
Designing the study ................................................................................................................................... 7 
Quantitative analysis ................................................................................................................................. 7 
Extraction of data ...................................................................................................................................... 9 
Comparison ............................................................................................................................................... 9 
Discussion of results ................................................................................................................................ 10 
Delimitations ............................................................................................................................................... 11 
Theoretical Framework ............................................................................................................................... 12 
Introduction ............................................................................................................................................ 12 
Giles – Communication Accommodation Theory ................................................................................... 13 
Bell – Audience Design ............................................................................................................................ 15 
Language Style ........................................................................................................................................ 16 
Audience Design ..................................................................................................................................... 16 
Referee Design ........................................................................................................................................ 18 
Coupland – Style: Language Variation and Identity .................................................................................... 19 
Social Meaning ........................................................................................................................................ 21 
The indexical field ................................................................................................................................... 22 
The Construct Resource .............................................................................................................................. 24 
Defining African American Vernacular English ........................................................................................... 26 
John R. Rickford’s list of distinctive phonological AAVE features (Rickford 1999:4f): ............................ 27 
Introducing The HAPPY Vowel ................................................................................................................ 28 
Introduction of the Data ............................................................................................................................. 31 
Hampton University Speech (2007) ........................................................................................................ 32 
Dr. King’s Church speech (2008) ............................................................................................................. 32 
2 
 
Congressional Black Caucus speech (2011) ............................................................................................ 33 
A more perfect union (2008) .................................................................................................................. 34 
Analysis ....................................................................................................................................................... 34 
Introduction ............................................................................................................................................ 34 
(PRICE) variable ....................................................................................................................................... 36 
(ING) variable in gerunds ........................................................................................................................ 38 
(HAPPY) variable in orthographic –y contexts ........................................................................................ 39 
Linguistic constraints of the two variables: (ING) and (HAPPY) variable in orthographic –y words ....... 41 
Constraints of the (ING) variable ............................................................................................................ 41 
(ING) variable followed by velar stop: .................................................................................................... 42 
(ING) variable followed by alveolar stop: ............................................................................................... 42 
Constraints of the (HAPPY)-variable ....................................................................................................... 43 
(HAPPY)-variable in absolute final position: ........................................................................................... 44 
The case of Ashley ................................................................................................................................... 45 
Ashley followed by a consonant ............................................................................................................. 46 
Ashley in absolute final position ............................................................................................................. 46 
Inconclusive findings ................................................................................................................................... 47 
Relative progression (inconclusive) ........................................................................................................ 47 
Topic (inconclusive)................................................................................................................................. 47 
Discussion.................................................................................................................................................... 49 
The audience ........................................................................................................................................... 54 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................................................... 58 
Further studies ............................................................................................................................................ 60 
Bibliography ................................................................................................................................................ 61 
Appendices .................................................................................................................................................. 66 
 
  
3 
 
Introduction 
The concept of ‘style’ has been a hot topic in sociolinguistics for a long time and the debate 
about exactly what constitutes style and why people employ a specific style is still a heated 
discussion. Within sociolinguistics, ‘style’ can refer to a number of things. For one, there is the 
idea that style can be used to describe the speech choices we make when we speak to each other. 
It is reasonable to say that everyone changes his or her way of speaking according to whom they 
are addressing and what the topic is. What style refers to in this conception is the ‘code’ that is 
chosen as a means of communication for this or that particular conversation – the choice of 
words, the way of constructing a sentence, the tone, etc.  
However, style might also cover the topic of dialect – whether that be regiolect or sociolect, the 
idea being that people speak in a different style, depending on who they are or where they come 
from. However, within the dialectal style of the speaker, he or she may very well employ other, 
more specific styles of speaking, depending on to whom he or she is speaking. This illustrates 
just how complex the notion of style is, and in either case, whether one talks about the dialectal 
style, or the employed situational style, there is a strongly sociological dimension to the concept 
of style.  
Very closely connected to these topics is the phenomenon known as style shifting, which is what 
can be observed, for example, when a speaker seeks linguistically to establish an affiliation to a 
group or person pertaining to a speech community different from – or at least not the exact same 
as – that of the speaker. This kind of style shifting is what this particular paper is about.  
In the United States there has been an ongoing debate about whether President Barack Obama 
engages in style shifting. People have voiced their impression that there has been a noticeable 
difference of pronunciation within some speeches given by Obama. This variation has been 
debated and interpreted as being indexical of African American Vernacular English. As a matter 
of fact, the argument has been taken up in academic circles and has become subject matter of 
closer investigation. The professors from Stanford University and State university of Michigan 
H. Samy Alim and Geneva Smitherman published the book ‘Articulate While Black: Barack 
Obama, Language, and Race in the U.S’ in 2012. In this book President Obama’s style of 
speaking and his ability to comfortably and elegantly switch between “standard” (‘white’) 
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American English and ‘black language’ to use the authors’ terms, is dissected and analyzed in 
depth, with multiple examples to illustrate just how skilled Obama is in both varieties and at 
shifting between the two.  
Taking the lively debate about Obama’s way of speaking as an incentive, this project sets out to 
investigate the publicly and academically raised hypothesis that the president might engage in 
style shifting. 
Hence, this project report conducts an exemplary study within the field of variation and style and 
as such will explore the argument that President Barack Obama style shifts into African 
American Vernacular English when speaking in front of black audiences, thereby deviating from 
his otherwise seemingly non-ethnically marked General American accent. In this respect, the 
precise underlying hypothesis of this project report that will guide the investigation reads as 
follows: 
 
Hypothesis 
Barack Obama employs linguistic variants indexical of AAVE when giving a speech in front of 
an African American audience in order to create in-group affiliation.  
Working-questions 
- How can the notions of ‘style’ or ‘variety’ be defined and understood? 
- What is at play in the moment of language practice? 
- How does the social context have an influence on language practice? 
- What linguistic features is African American Vernacular English comprised by? 
- How can linguistic variables be combined to create a variety or style? 
- Does Obama employ variants of the variables (PRICE), (ING) and (HAPPY) that are indexical 
of AAVE? And if so, to which extent? 
- What different social meanings are the variants indexical of? 
- What social meanings are the variants indexical of in this particular case? 
- Does Obama style-shift from GAm to AAVE? 
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- If so, why does he not completely style-shift - speak AAVE in both the phonological and 
syntactical sense? 
- Does Obama make different in phonetic realizations due to the audiences? 
Methodology 
Terms 
In order to advance an answer to the queries posed in the hypothesis above, the paper will use 
four speeches given by President Obama between January 2008 and September 2011 as the basis 
of data. These speeches will henceforth be referred to as CBC, Hampton University, King’s 
Church and A More Perfect Union. These will be more thoroughly introduced at a later stage. As 
this project aims at unveiling Obama's possible employment of linguistic features that are 
ethnically marked/indexical of a distinct social identity, the following terms will be used 
throughout the project: ‘AAVE’ denoting the ethnolect called African American Vernacular 
English and ‘GAm’ denoting General American as the non-ethnically marked variety of 
American English. 
 
The project process 
When deciding to look into the question whether President Obama shifts between General 
American and African American Vernacular English, neither of us had prior knowledge of 
whether President Obama uses any linguistic features that are indexical of AAVE, but we 
hypothesized that since Obama is in fact half black, there might be a possibility that he does so, 
even if we had never noticed it. We then investigated whether there had been any discussion of 
this prior to our pondering of the issue. We came across the book mentioned briefly in the 
introduction, ‘Articulate While Black: Barack Obama, Language, and Race in the U.S.’ by H. 
Samy Alim and Geneva Smitherman, because it was discussed in a short clip from an American 
news program; this made it evident to us that the discussion about Obama’s manner of speaking 
is very much present in the U.S., although there is not much of a debate about this matter in 
Europe. Also, in order for us to get a better idea of the features that seem to cause such debate we 
6 
 
also looked into the online discussions. Here we found a vivid blog culture that seemed to take 
the matter very seriously and put a good effort into discussing it. This showed us that there was 
very much a living discussion about this topic; both within the world of academia and laymen.  
Two questions presented themselves: 1) if Obama does in fact occasionally employ linguistic 
features indexical of AAVE in his speeches, how would that be manifested? And 2) in what 
speeches would it seem plausible to hear these variables? It seems reasonable to infer that 
Obama would possibly do so when speaking to a black audience, and/or when speaking about 
topics related to African American culture, since it would make little sense for him to do so in 
front of a white audience. Consequently, we watched a variety of Obama’s speeches that adhered 
to the principles that we had now established as governing of our search for data. Watching these 
speeches, we picked up on three features that seemed saliently deviate from his usual, General 
American: the realization of (ING) as [ın] instead of [ıŋ], a lowering of the (HAPPY) vowel [i] 
and the monophthongization of the (PRICE) diphthong [praɪs]. After some discussion, we 
decided to focus on these variables in our study. The literature that we have consulted has 
confirmed the status of two of the variables – the (ING) variable and (PRICE) variable – as 
indexical of AAVE. The (HAPPY) variable, however, does not appear in any scholarly literature 
as indexical specifically of AAVE. However, given the fact that merely listening to the speeches 
has shown a fairly striking pattern of the lowering of the (HAPPY) vowel, we decided to include 
this variable into further research. Additionally, the (HAPPY) vowel constituted an aspect of the 
general public debate and in this context has been discussed as being part of AAVE.   
In view of the limited number of variables that are being investigated and given the fact that the 
focus of the analysis lies on the interface between GAm and AAVE, we merely work at the 
margins of AAVE. Thus, we will not be concerned with AAVE as a dialect or ethnolect on a 
large scale, but only to the extent deemed necessary for this project report. 
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Designing the study 
 Having already settled on the data as consisting of public speeches given by Obama, we have 
selected the speeches on the basis of concerning themselves largely with the same topics and 
taking place within a relatively short time frame, so that the number of external factors that 
might influence Obama’s way of speaking be eliminated, hopefully leaving the audience as the 
governing factor. The number of four speeches has been deemed sufficient to conduct an 
exemplary investigation within the limited scope of this project report.  
 
Quantitative analysis  
The next step has been to analyze the four speeches in order to establish the extent to which the 
variants that we have settled on are employed and what kind of linguistic context they appear in. 
First, all four of the speeches in question have been analyzed with a focus on marking and 
registering the above mentioned phonetic variables to reveal certain variants which, as it will 
later be argued, are seen as indexical of African American Vernacular English. This has been 
done using the computer program called ELAN; an annotation program for sound processing. 
The program makes it possible to mark single utterances within the sound or video file and 
annotate those utterances by adding a specific value.  
It has to be mentioned that ELAN is software not able to detect phonetic differences. This means 
that the results are based on what we - as non-native speakers of English and listeners – have 
spotted throughout the speeches. Consequently, it has to be acknowledged that the numbers 
possibly show a certain degree of inaccuracy However, every speech has been worked through 
several times by several listeners in order to make sure that as less possible variables have been 
overlooked. Furthermore, it has to be acknowledged that the Hampton University speech is of 
worse sound quality compared to the other speeches. This may affect the overall results. 
However, the deteriorated quality is kept within reasonable bounds as the Obama is intelligible. 
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Listening to it with increased concentration and more carefully several times we were able to 
make use of it in a meaningful way.  
In order to work with the audio files, an annotating system has been applied by marking all 
variables in question. These variants have been given a value to show which variant they are 
realized by. Depending on which variety they have been indexical of, these variants have been 
marked within the categories ‘General American’ or ‘AAVE’. This means, for instance, that 
whenever there is an annotation of the (ING) variable, the value of the categorical annotation 
allocates it either General American or AAVE. On this way ratios have been extracted that 
distinguish between the two distinct categorical variants in order to get a statistical view of the 
total number of occurrences of a specific variable, as well as a view of the number of the two 
possible variant occurrences of that variable. Whenever a variant of one of the three variables has 
been unintelligible, it has been marked with a question mark and the total amount of question 
marks has been deliberated on in the analysis, if significant. 
The investigation of the (HAPPY) vowel had to be narrowed down in scope during the analysis, 
as its indexicality to AAVE confines to a specific linguistic environment, namely within 
orthographic –y words. On what grounds exactly the (HAPPY) vowel has been included into the 
investigation will be explained in detail later on.  
Nevertheless, firstly all (HAPPY) vowels including those not occurring within the –y word 
context have been counted and annotated, followed by an additional counting of merely the 
(HAPPY) variables within the specific environment. The extracted number of the (HAPPY) 
variable in its specific environment in relation to all occurring (HAPPY) vowels provided a ratio 
that substantiated the earlier noted and publicly discussed idea of the (HAPPY) vowel in 
orthographic –y words being an AAVE feature. From then on only the ratios of (HAPPY) vowels 
within orthographic –y words was used for the analysis.  
 
It has to be noted however that any lowering of the (HAPPY) vowel [i] has been marked 
although there are distinctions to be made between the lowering to a (KIT) vowel [ɪ] or (DRESS) 
vowel [ɛ]. For the sake of simplicity no attempt has been made to pinpoint exactly which vowel 
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the (HAPPY) vowel is lowered to, as such detailed distinctions would be difficult to make 
without the help of another sound processing program and thus further complicate the analysis 
and discussion. This decision will also be taken up later on. 
 
Extraction of data 
The analysis focuses on extracting data from the ELAN-files according to different criteria. First, 
the overall ratio of tokens (GAm and AAVE) has been extracted in order to provide us with a 
grand overview of the employment of variants indexical of AAVE. However, it was not 
sufficient to compare the speeches merely on the basis of the total ratio of variants indexical of 
AAVE to variants indexical of GAm. In order to make possible the comparison of the speeches 
the number of linguistic possibilities for the pronunciation of a variant indexical of AAVE has 
been extracted within each speech, as the same number of linguistic opportunities may not be 
facilitated across the speeches equally. Thus, in order to compare the speeches on equal terms the 
text internal linguistic constraints and environments that facilitate the use of the variants 
indexical of AAVE have been determined by consulting credible theoretical sources. All four 
speeches have been analyzed according to these criteria. Furthermore, potential patterns of usage 
have been explored. 
 
Comparison 
It is of utmost importance to stress that the analysis yields a separated investigation of the four 
speeches in question. Although the aim is to compare speeches in regard to a difference in 
audience, the results of analysis of three speeches given in front of a black audience have at no 
point been added up, since this would distort the overall result. The analysis conducted here 
yields a distinct investigation of all four speeches, as the same text internal features have been 
investigated within all four speeches a distinct comparison provides the intended result. 
The extraction of numbers individual to each speech still allows for the relative comparison in 
terms of a different external context; the audience. The ratios that have been extracted from the 
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analysis of the A More Perfect Union speech - the only speech given in front of a mixed 
audience - have been compared to the individual ratios of the three other speeches in front of a 
predominantly black audience. 
This approach will allow us to make conclusions about the hypothesis of whether the audience 
has a measurable effect on President Obama’s language and style.  
 
Discussion of results 
In order to assess whether the results generated in the analysis can support the hypothesis, these 
will be held up against the theoretical framework upon which the hypothesis is based. This 
framework consists of the sociolinguistic theories developed by the authors Nikolas Coupland, 
Allan Bell, Janus Mortensen and Anne Fabricius and Howard Giles. In combination, the 
frameworks developed by these intellectuals can be used amply to argue for a certain reading of 
Obama’s employment of linguistic features that are indexical of AAVE, in so far as the results 
generated in the ELAN analysis of the speeches display significant amounts of variants indexical 
of AAVE. To give the reader a brief overview of the theories used, Giles’ theory of 
Communication Accommodation Theory can be used to argue that Obama arguably seeks to 
establish a closer connection between himself and the black audiences to whom he is speaking, 
doing that through the use of language that is more familiar to the audiences than his own usual 
General American. Coupland and Bell’s theories deal more closely with the actual language used 
in communication between people, and focus on how style and active language choices play a 
central role in establishing and projecting personal identities. Mortensen and Fabricius’ notion of 
the ‘construct resource’ can be used to argue why features employed by Obama that are not part 
of any official lists of features indexical of AAVE can be used as AAVE features anyway, 
because people have different ideas about what features are indexical of a certain language 
variety and what features are not.  
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Delimitations 
As sociolinguistics is a scientific field that draws on, borrows from, and complements many 
other fields of study – the name itself signifying that the field is a junction of sociology and 
linguistics – it is necessary at this point to make it clear to the reader what this study does not 
concern itself with. 
There are a few topics that this study does not concern itself with:  
- In-depth use of any theories or disciplines within social psychology 
- William Labov’s branch of sociolinguistics 
The study’s delimitation from social psychology is due to the very simple reason that we are not 
trying to study the psychological side of Obama’s use of language and how that is used to 
influence the audience and create emotions. In this study we are solely attempting to unveil the 
extent to which Obama uses AAVE as a language resource, how visible that is within the 
speeches that we are investigating, and for what purposes he might do so. The limited use of the 
social psychologist Howard Giles’ Communication Accommodation Theory is due to the fact that 
it was one of the first theories at all that dealt with how and why speakers would change their 
ways of speaking, depending on who was being spoken to. In that regard, Giles’ theory is quite 
close to Allan Bell’s audience design theory, although Giles’ theory naturally did not go as in-
depth concerning the actual language practice, since his theory focused on the psychological side 
of language practice.  
 
The study’s delimitation from William Labov’s theories and contributions to the field of 
sociolinguistics requires a somewhat more thorough explanation. While we acknowledge the 
great contributions that Labov has made to the field of sociolinguistics and linguistics in general, 
his methodological framework and theories do not really fit with the purpose of this study. As 
has been stated in previous sections, the purpose of this study is to unveil whether there is 
something to the proposition that Barack Obama engages in style-shifting in some of his 
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speeches and, in particular, employing linguistic features that are indexical of AAVE in order to 
create in-group affiliation. As Labov is operating more with an interview based methodology 
where speech is treated more as a responsive action, his theories and methods are not really of 
much use in this study. This argumentation will also be taken up in the theory section. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
Introduction 
In this following section the theoretical framework that underlies the understanding of the matter 
of investigation and the discussion of our findings will be presented. In correspondence with the 
matter of investigation the theories used here will be concerned with the phenomenon of 
variation. In this regard it briefly has to be mentioned that having undertaken a great deal of 
influential work through the ‘60s and ‘70s, William Labov is widely considered the founder of 
variationist sociolinguistics. Within labovian variationist sociolinguistics, style is described in 
rather unconscious responsive terms, and not so much as an initiated action.  
 
“[The labovian] variationist sociolinguistics has worked with a limited idea of social 
context – and styling is precisely the contextualization of social styles.” (Coupland 
2007:5). 
 
This goes back to Labov’s experiments in New York City where he found that when 
interviewing people, the interviewees would change their way of speaking according to what was 
being spoken about.  Thus the speech style was triggered by the attention on what was spoken 
about by the speakers. The speakers unconsciously adjusted their way of speaking to the content 
of speech which they were aware of. Labov as the great variationist should be mentioned here 
but as in this context the focus lies on the social context that influences the style of speaking 
other theories are seen to provide a better theoretical basis.  
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In this respect relevant aspects of the Communication accommodation theory by Howard Giles 
will be presented. His theory will lay an introductory basis for the theory section as it 
chronologically precedes and influences the main theories of this project. These will be Allan 
Bell’s Audience Design and Nikolas Coupland’s understanding of style, variation and identity. 
The theoretical foundation will be completed by the conceptualization of the notion of construct 
resource.  
 
Giles – Communication Accommodation Theory 
Communication accommodation theory (henceforth denoted as CAT), or speech accommodation 
theory as it was first called, developed out of social psychology in the 1970s. Developed by 
psychologist Howard Giles, the theory is yet another alternative to Labov’s theory of stylistic 
variation. As the name suggests, Giles argues that the key to linguistic variation among speakers 
can be found in their attempts to accommodate each other by modifying their speech to fit better 
with the speech partner. In order to explain stylistic variation, the theory ultimately came to settle 
on two pillars as a means to do so: speakers modify their speech as a means of seeking 1) social 
attractiveness, and 2) communication effectiveness. As Giles puts it: “Accommodation of speech 
can be regarded as an attempt on the part of a speaker to modify or disguise his persona in 
order to make it more acceptable to the person addressed.” (Giles and Powesland, 1975: 158).  
Curiously, although positioning itself as a sociolinguistic theory, Giles gave no particular 
attention to such things as accent/dialect or style variation, but argues that CAT could relate to 
all manners of communicative differences, such as body postures, rate of speech, etc. Although 
offering a very similar explanation of stylistic variation to that of Allan Bell’s audience design 
theory, CAT has often been criticized for not paying enough attention to linguistic detail, such as 
phonetics and syntax.  
Having developed out of social psychology, the basic premise of CAT is also psychological in its 
nature; if one assumes that people are generally pleased to get social approval from others, it 
does not seem unreasonable to assume that there are certain sets of actions that can be used to 
accommodate to others in social situations. A speaker wishing to accommodate to another 
speaker can choose to make his manner of speaking more like that of his or her speech partner, 
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thereby creating convergence – if both speakers are attempting to get closer to each other by way 
of speaking similarly, one can say that there is mutual convergence.  
Now, if a speaker wished to estrange himself from a speech partner, he or she could then 
undertake this process in reverse, thereby putting a linguistic distance between him- or herself 
and the speech partner – thus creating divergence.  
Another important, aspect of this theory remains to be covered – that of the relationship between 
in-groups and out-groups. To start off, it needs to be mentioned that this theory relies on the 
assumption that all people one way or another consider themselves part of some sort of group, 
regardless of how a given person might think of him- or herself.  
Now, what is an ingroup? Giles puts it like this: “An ingroup is a social category or group with 
which you identify strongly.” (Giles, Giles in Kurylo 2013:142). And as should be evident, all 
people identify more with some groups than with others. An out-group, then, is of course the 
exact opposite – a social group or category of some kind with which one does not identify. This 
in itself is not of any particular interest (at least not in this paper), but what is of interest is the 
ways in which in- and out-groups communicate between each other and between themselves. As 
will be discussed more elaborately in the next section, the question of style is inherently a 
question of design choice, and as such a willful action. This holds true for both groups and 
individuals, for without the choice of some particular style – whether the word refers to clothing, 
language, social interaction rituals, ways of greeting or ways of eating – there could be no one 
group.  
Now, the fact that because someone identifies with one group does of course not mean that that 
is the only group with which that person identifies or can identify. Giles argues that “[p]eople 
have many cultural identities that they can call upon” (Giles, Giles in Kurylo 2013: 143). 
Returning to the pivotal point of this paper, language is often a key tool to emphasize, reinforce 
and display to others what in-group one identifies with, as has been amply shown in many 
sociolinguistic studies. In this respect, even the smallest wrong move – pronouncing a single 
sound the wrong way, for instance – might cause one to be detected not as an in-group member, 
but as an out-group imposter. The use of an in-group language of identification can clearly be a 
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critical feature of social identification. Naturally, the importance of language as a tool of 
identification can change – and does – over a lifespan, and is in no way a static matter.  
Like nations, in-groups also have boundaries, and these are often critical to observe by members 
of out-groups. However, as these obviously cannot be manifested in physical barriers, they are 
expressed in psychological and communicative dimensions. Not only expressed in spoken 
language, these can be expressed in a range of different ways. Furthermore, some in-groups may 
consider their language ‘trademarks’ and traits as so unique that they are in effect, to the in-
group, considered impermeable to out-groups that seek to establish an in-group connection.  
 
Bell – Audience Design 
The former theoretical section has among other considerations outlined the idea that people 
adjust their way of speaking to accommodate to other interlocutors. Being of utmost relevance in 
the field of sociolinguistics the communication accommodation theory has been acknowledged 
and inspired a variety of sociolinguists; amongst others the Professor of Language and 
Communication Allan Bell.  Bell holds a PhD from Auckland University and “is known for his 
theory of style, Audience Design, and for pioneering work on media language and discourse, and 
on New Zealand English” (web 5). This section will shortly outline Allan Bell’s conception of 
what he terms audience design.  
Bell is concerned with the question: “Why did this speaker say it this way on this occasion?” 
(Bell 2002:139) and in order to formulate an answer he sees an explanation to “[…] go beyond 
strict accommodation to the present audience […]” (Bell 2002:163). In what way such an 
explanation may be achieved will be elaborated on further down. Whereas communication 
accommodation theory has been criticized for neglecting linguistic detail like phonetics and 
syntax, Allan Bell’s audience design takes into account and is interested in the analysis of certain 
variants in order to get a picture of style shift. Hence, closer qualitative analysis of individual 
variants is regarded as essential for the understanding of the practice of language style (Bell 
2002:168). The theoretician himself, however, is aware of the weakness that audience design 
brings with it. It can be regarded as being too reductionist, in the sense of not successfully 
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capturing the complexity of “speakers’ moment-by-moment, self-expressive use of language” 
(Bell 2002:163). A first draft of audience design has been published in 1984. Since then Allan 
Bell has rethought and changed his theory and published the paper “Back in Style: Reworking 
Audience Design” in 2002. This following section will draw upon the considerations to be found 
within the updated version. Due to the scope of this project and in order to avoid losing focus of 
the central interest the following section will not convey a presentation of Bell’s entire theory but 
only draw on relevant aspects. 
 
Language Style 
As being indicated above Allan Bell is interested in analyzing and understanding the changeable 
nature of language style in practice. In order to approach what is termed language style a clearer 
picture of what this term composes and describes is of necessity. Bell defines style as “what an 
individual speaker does with a language in relation to other people” (Bell 2002:141). Style 
therefore is lent a social quality within this theoretical context. In Bell’s understanding it is being 
expressed in the moment of social (inter)action. In the context of this project the focus will be on 
intra-speaker style shift. However, recalling the interactive social character of style Bell stresses 
“that the character of (intra-speaker) style shift derives at an underlying level from the nature of 
(inter-speaker) language differences between people. It is a reflex of inter-speaker variation” 
(Bell 2002:142).  
 
Audience Design 
Since in this context style is seen as an active social phenomenon it is indicated that style itself 
does not represent a static idea equipped with a fixed meaning. Bell argues that “[s]tyle derives 
its meaning from the association of linguistic features with particular social groups” (Bell 
2002:142). Certain social groups hold distinct attributes which then are linked with specific 
linguistic styles. Through this close link of social traits and linguistic features “[t]he social 
evaluation of the group is transferred to the linguistic features associated with the group” (Bell 
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2002: 142). Since social features are generally judged to be either good or bad an evaluative 
aspect is added to linguistic features. Bell describes this shortly and concise when he says that 
“[s]tylistic meaning […] has a normative basis” (Bell 2002: 142). Therefore language and 
linguistic style is anything but neutral and value-free. Every linguistic expression bears social 
meaning. Having defined what the term linguistic style comprises and describes it is now 
possible to move on to look at the practice of the very same and the manner in which this can 
occur.  
Allan Bell says that “[s]peakers design their style primarily for and in response to their 
audience” (Bell  2002:143). Here obvious features of the before outlined communication 
accommodation theory are to be found again. However, Giles talks about in- and out-groups. 
With other words, style shift occurs in the light of an audience. The core of Bell’s audience 
design is the conviction that an opposite person influences and to a great extend determines the 
manner or style of speaking. Again, language style in practice is viewed as happening actively 
and consciously in a responsive manner. Bell sees “[r]esponse [to be] the primary mode of style-
shift” (Bell 2002:143) and thus describes audience design to be a “dialogic theory of language” 
(Bell 2002:144). 
A decisive aspect of audience design that makes it highly relevant to this project is the fact that it 
is concerned not only with multilingual but also monolingual occurrences of style shift. Bell 
stresses that “[a]udience design applies to all codes and levels of a language repertoire” (Bell 
2002:144), with other words it regards any kind of shift that can take place, may it be between 
two languages or just within a single language; the latter being the focus of this project. As being 
indicated earlier the linguistic and social dimension are seen to be interlinked.  Bell consequently 
argues that differences between speakers on the social dimension find expression on the stylistic 
linguistic level of a single speaker. Put briefly, social differences between speakers may evoke 
style shift. What determines the manner of style shift is the above introduced evaluative nature 
that language style and social groups are exposed to (Bell 2002:145). In view of the variety of 
influential features of the design of language style Bell says: “We need a framework which 
acknowledges that much of our inter-personal linguistic behavior displays a pattern which can 
be discerned. I call that pattern audience design” (Bell 2002:165). It is this pattern he is 
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interested in capturing and interpreting in order to be able to understand the shift of language 
style. 
 
Referee Design 
Recalling the conscious and active mode of language style, Bell goes on to argue that 
“[a]udience design is […] a strategy by which speakers draw on the range of linguistic resources 
available in their speech community to respond to different kinds of audiences” (Bell 2002:145). 
Depending on the audience comprising one or more social group(s) a speaker may choose to 
style shift in a specific manner within the active dialogical context of language practice. 
Furthermore, however, Bell sees a speaker to be equipped with a nuanced ability to style-shift 
not only in correspondence with the immediate audience but also being able to take into 
consideration other audiences (Bell 2002:146). Bell here includes audience members that might 
not be immediately physically present in the moment of a linguistic interaction that is taking 
place, but still influence the language style of a speaker as they represent an important audience 
for the speaker. These audience members Bell terms referees (Bell 1984:186) and says that “[…] 
linguistic features associated with [such] a reference group can be used to express identification 
with that group” (Bell 2002:147). In this conviction lies the distinctive and highly relevant add-
on to the communication accommodation theory. Bell stresses the equal consideration of both 
immediate audience design and referee design. As stressed above, he regards the specific 
practice of language style as a dialogical phenomenon. It is responsive in the sense that a speaker 
aims to accommodate or to identify with a specific social group or audience. In this sense Bell 
argues:  
 
“[W]e are continually making creative, dynamic choices on the linguistic representation of our 
identities, particularly in relation to those others we are interacting with or who are salient to 
us. This I have called referee design” (Bell 2002:165).  
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Language style functions to indicate both affiliation with a specific identity and also the 
representation or expression of one’s own identity (Bell 2002:163).   
 
Coupland – Style: Language Variation and Identity 
As the two previous texts have outlined, there are several takes within the field of 
sociolinguistics on what style and variation in language are and why it is being done. Whereas 
Bell stresses the audience that to a great extent designs the style of a speaker, Coupland rather 
describes it as a conscious choice made by the speaker. Having acknowledged this difference 
between the two theoreticians the following will now introduce Coupland’s perspective on style. 
The ‘why’ and ‘how’ of style and variation has been mentioned a couple of times until now, but 
has not yet been elaborated upon in detail. This is the take on these questions of professor 
Nikolas Coupland. One of the most influential researchers and scholars of sociolinguistics, 
Coupland has published several books on the topic and undertaken a great deal of research 
within the field and is currently employed as a researcher at the University of Cardiff in Wales. 
This paper draws upon his research into how language style and variation is used to create 
identities and social meaning, as explained in his book Style Language variation and Identity 
from 2007. 
Before we can move on, it is important to define the word ‘style’. So what is ‘style’? The word 
itself can apply to an enormous range of topics, as it refers to a particular way of doing 
something, anything. As Coupland explains in the first paragraph: 
 
“Style refers to a way of doing something. Think of architectural styles and the striking rustic 
style of house-building in rural Sweden. That particular style – what allows us to call it a style – 
is an assemblage of design choices.” (Coupland 2007:1) 
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As is evident, this definition of style is very close to Bell’s definition of style, but considering 
that Bell and Coupland have worked together several times and adhering to the same school 
within sociolinguistics, this comes as no surprise. There are two main points to consider within 
this quote. First, that style is a way of doing something. Second, and more importantly, style is a 
design choice. Within sociolinguistics, the latter sets the study of style apart from the study of 
dialects. Although the two topics are linked to some extent by their nature, there is an important 
distinction to be made, for while a dialect is inherently a style, a certain style is not always a 
dialect. Being a domain of study in its own right, the science of dialects within sociolinguistics is 
called dialectology, while the study of style does not have a domain of its own. More than being 
a matter of having a domain and/or name, the issue that inherently sets the study of style apart 
from the study of dialects is the matter of agency, that style is a design choice. Once again using 
the distinction made above, a dialect is inherently a style, but often the use of it is not conscious. 
Resuming Labov’s approach towards variation it becomes clear that Coupland and Bell differ in 
their convictions in that they treat style much more as a willful choice in relation to a social 
context. The argument is that the linguistic properties of a given style are not significant in and 
of themselves, but that they are extremely significant in a social context because style and 
language variation serve to create social meaning within a context. Agreeing with this notion and 
arguing that the practice of styling is inherently ideological, the linguist Penelope Eckert writes 
that: 
 
“Ideology is at the center of stylistic practice: one way or another, every stylistic move is the 
result of an interpretation of the social world and of the meanings of the elements within it, as 
well as a positioning of the stylizer with respect to that world” (Eckert 2008:456). 
 
Having thus sketched out the scientific landscape that Coupland is operating within as well as 
having defined the term ‘style’, we may now move on to cover some additional ground in this 
theory section. In this regard, it is of special importance to cover a few key concepts: what the 
term ‘social meaning’ entails, the covering of a previously unmentioned concept: indexicality 
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and its extension the indexical field, and finally how style serves to create social meaning and 
identity. 
 
Social Meaning 
The notion of social meaning is of importance to many scientific disciplines, especially so for the 
social sciences, one might argue, because these, as Coupland also says, recognize the 
‘constitutive power of language’, as he calls it – one way or another, the way we use language is 
a huge part of how we present ourselves, how we think about ourselves and what ideas we give 
others about ourselves. Social meaning can be created in a number of ways, and is often closely 
linked to some concept of style – consider, for instance, that one can express as much meaning 
through one’s clothes or body language, as one can through one’s spoken language. Remember 
that here style is defined as an inherent design choice, and usually we are quite conscious about 
what we wear and even more so about what we say and not least how we say a given thing. 
Coupland defines it thus:  
 
“It [social meaning] can refer to how we impute meaning to, and take meaning from, our 
cultures, our communities, our personal histories, our social institutions and our social 
relationships” (Coupland 2007:18). 
 
Concomitant with the term social meaning another concept needs to be explained at this point –  
indexicality but also the indexical field.   
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The indexical field 
In itself the term indexicality is not a difficult concept; the term refers back to the early theory of 
semiotics as formulated by such theoreticians as Pierce, Ogden, Richards and Saussure. Charles 
Pierce was the first for formulate the theory of how meaning is created and what the relationship 
between real objects and words is. Pierce identified a triangular relationship between objects in 
reality, users and the signs that users use to refer to the objects: the sign, the object and the 
interpretant, all of which are mutually dependent on each other. Further, Pierce argued that the 
sign could be divided into three types: the icon, the index and the symbol. What is important here 
is the index, so we shall not elaborate on the other two. An index, then, is “a sign with a direct 
existential connection with its object.” (Fiske 1982:51); smoke is an index of fire, a sneeze an 
index of a cold, and so on. In the same manner, various linguistic features can be said to be 
indexes of certain forms of speech – we say that these features are indexical of a specific feature. 
Moreover, linguistic features can be indexical of more than just the overall speech form it is 
perceived as being indexical of. People attach other, more specific meanings to linguistic 
features. This is, in essence, the argument Penelope Eckert advances in her paper concerning 
what she calls ‘the indexical field’. The argument is that for every linguistic feature there is a 
‘field’ of meanings that are attached to that feature, from which different people will perceive 
different meanings. She argues that:  
 
“An indexical field is a constellation of meanings that are ideologically linked. As such, it 
is inseperable from the ideological field and can be seen as an embodiment of ideology in 
linguistic form. I emphasize here that this field is not a static structure, but at every 
moment a representation of a continuous process of reinterpretation.” (Eckert 2008:464). 
 
This is then a counter argument to an old notion that the values and meanings of linguistic 
variables are static and unchanging. Eckert argues further that variables have indexical fields of 
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meanings that are in a fluid process of evolution because speakers “use variables not simply to 
reflect of reassert their particular preordained place on the social map but to make ideological 
moves.” (Eckert 2008:464). Through the use and practice of language, people make claims about 
not only who they are and identify as, but also about what they potentially aspire to be and what 
that entails. And, as she states, it is not only the phonological variables that undergo change of 
meaning during and due to use and discourse – lexical change of meaning occurs as well. As 
Eckert argues, “[a] words denotation can absorb connotations through association with aspects 
of the context within which it is used […].”[Eckert 2008:464). To illustrate the argument, Eckert 
references a study by Kathryn Campbell-Kibler, in which she studies the –ing variable and how 
various college students perceived it and its variant –in. In this study Campbell-Kipler found that 
the college students would assign a range of meanings to the use of the –ing variable and 
“develop an impression of a speaker based on general speech style and the content of the 
utterance, and interpret the particular use of (ING) on the basis of that impression.” (Eckert 4 
2008:464). For instance, the hearers would associate the velar variant with such notions as 
educatedness and articulateness due to that particular variant being understood as a full form and 
therefore effortful, and the apical for as a reduced form, and therefore a sign of lack of effort and 
by extension laziness.  
This, then, is the meaning of indexicality and the indexical field.  
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The Construct Resource 
Having outlined the core of our theoretical framework it should be replenished and completed by 
an additional theoretical conception that is deemed helpful for the investigation in this project 
report. This project investigates the phenomenon of style and thus it is not concerned with an 
investigation of an entire complete code.  It focuses on individual linguistic variables, whose 
occurrences throughout the speeches given by Obama are not predictable. These linguistic 
variables are seen to be indexical of a variety or style, namely AAVE.  As this project does not 
aim to investigate the entire variety AAVE but the hypothesis about deviations within GAm 
towards AAVE -  also termed style shift - it is concerned with a better understanding of 
underlying mechanisms that make up a style and that can be seen to cause a style shift. A pure 
speech community perspective is in this context not sufficient, as we are not predominantly 
concerned with the systematicity of a linguistic variety. Anne Fabricius holding a PhD in English 
Sociolinguistic and Janus Mortensen having a PhD in Linguistic Studies from Roskilde 
University have written a paper on the notion of construct resource. This notion can help to 
better understand the variety AAVE itself but also the possible style-shift Barack Obama 
possibly engages in throughout his speeches. 
The concept of construct resource represents a helpful approach to understand a style and helps 
to investigate the phenomenon of variation within speech from a perspective that is not 
predominantly guided by and based on the idea to compulsively define specific styles or variants 
in terms of ‘constructed’ RP and ‘native’ RP (Fabricius & Mortensen 2013:3), but to look at 
them in a more nuanced way considering the dynamic and partly unlimited nature of a variety or 
style. As such the notion of construct resource extends these previous understandings of a variety 
or style by stressing the importance of social interactive mechanisms that bring about specific 
norms and attitudes towards language varieties (Fabricius & Mortensen 2013:3). 
Fabricius and Mortensen define construct resource as “ideological postulates about language 
variation and social meaning, which emerge historically and circulate in society” (Fabricius & 
Mortensen 2010:1-2).  
Rather than exclusively defined by linguistic descriptions every variety is seen to be enregistered 
within a set of cultural values (Fabricius & Mortensen 2013:4). Furthermore every variable is 
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said to have an “’indexical field’, i.e. ‘a field of potential meanings’ (Eckert in Fabricius & 
Mortensen 2013:7). The linguists argue that specific linguistic forms are related to specific social 
values (Fabricius & Mortensen 2013:4) and hence a speaker who uses specific linguistic forms 
can be allocated a specific social status or class due to a commonly shared interpretive 
framework (Fabricius & Mortensen 2013:6).  With other words due to the construct resource a 
speaker can make an utterance in which he uses specific variables knowing about its social 
associations and possibly also knowing that his interlocutor or listener knows about the 
corresponding associations. Fabricius and Mortensen well summarize this when saying that 
 
“[…] the social meaning of a particular linguistic feature will not only hinge on the style 
it is embedded in, but also on the discourse frame within which it is used, or the discourse 
frame it is interpreted in relation to” (Fabricius & Mortensen 2013:7). 
 
A certain style is associated with a number of linguistic features “but the exact meaning of these 
features is not given a priori” (Fabricius & Mortensen 2013:6). The emergence and evolution of 
specific attitudes and norms amongst speakers can be explained in regard to the embedding of 
speakers within particular historical backgrounds and discourse communities (Fabricius & 
Mortensen 2013:5). As such Fabricius and Mortensen argue that it is an ideological process that 
initiates the linking of linguistic features to social meanings (Fabricius & Mortensen 2013:7). 
Another important and relevant aspect that Fabricius and Mortensen mention is that “styles do 
not exist in isolation; they are defined by their place in a system of styles” (Fabricius & 
Mortensen 2013:8). Only in relation to other styles it can be said something about a specific style 
in a comparative manner. 
Given the above outlined characteristics of the construct resource it becomes clear that this 
notion is marked by dynamism and change. Consequently Fabricius and Mortensen say that 
“[g]radual change, in linguistic forms as well as in the associated social meaning of these forms 
is [...] to be expected” (Fabricius and Mortensen 2013:5). 
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Finally it should be mentioned that “an enregistered variety or style certainly presupposes some 
sort of recognisable and recognised ‘linguistic blueprint’ (Fabricius & Mortensen 2013:4). In 
order for a variety to come into existence and make sense there needs to be some official 
codification (Fabricius & Mortensen 2013:3) or official linguistic common ground attached to 
the variety. A meaningful variety needs some other determiners than merely free floating 
ideological postulates. The crucial realization, however, that the notion of construct resource can 
provide in the context of this project is that the use of linguistic features or styles is anything but 
a neutral phenomenon. Historical backgrounds and contextual discourse communities of 
speakers are attached to it. Furthermore variables or styles are equipped with certain social 
associations or meanings. The speaker can be aware of these social associations and he can be 
aware that his/her interlocutor or listener might be aware of these. 
Having completed this section with the notion of construct resource a sufficient theoretical 
framework is established in order to approach the subject matter of this project. The next section 
will set the ground for the analysis. 
 
Defining African American Vernacular English 
As the name indicates, African American Vernacular English (AAVE) is a dialect and ethnolect  
estimated by some to be spoken by as many as up to 80% of all African Americans (Rickford 
1999:9). Wolfram & Schilling-Estes argue that sociohistorically, AAVE is rooted in the South as 
a variety spoken by lower-class speakers, thereby functioning as a sociolect, as well (Wolfram et. 
al. 1998:170). Thus, AAVE has many phonological and syntactic features with the accent of 
lower-class Anglo Southerners in common. It is actually proofed that AAVE  shares “[…] some 
vocalic variants with SWVE” (Thomas 2007:460).  In fact only a limited number of features are 
exclusive to AAVE (Wolfram et. al. 1998:171). Linguists discuss about the question “[…] to 
what extent AAVE and vernacular varieties of European American English are converging or 
diverging” (Bauer 2003:470).  
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According to John R. Rickford, AAVE is characterized by a large number of distinctive 
grammatical features such as the absense of copula verbs, third person singular present tense –s 
and possessive –s (Rickford 1999:7). Such features may very well contribute to the idea of 
AAVE as a stigmatized lower-class sociolect since they can be seen as representing a breach of 
some of the basic rules of the English language. However, AAVE is also chraacterized by a 
number of phonological features, and for the purpose of this project these features will be of 
great interest. John R. Rickford’s full list of phonological features will therefore be included in 
order to provide a basis for the quantitative investigation of the speeches included in this project.   
 
John R. Rickford’s list of distinctive phonological AAVE features (Rickford 
1999:4f): 
1) Reduction of word-final consonant clusters (i.e., sequences of two or more consonants), 
especially those ending in t or d, as in han’ for SE “hand”, des’ for SE “desk”, pos’ for SE “post” 
and pass’ for SE “passed” (the –ed suffix in “passed” is pronounced as [t]). 
2) Deletion of word-final single consonant (especially nasals) after a vowel, as in ma’ [mæ] for SE 
“man”, ca’ [kæ] for Se “cat” and ba’ for SE “bad”. Not as frequent as (1) . 
3) Devoicing of word-final voices stops after a vowel, i.e., realization of [b] as [p], [d] as [t] and [g] 
as [k], as in [bæt] for SE “bad” […] 
4) Realization of final ng as n in gerunds, e.g. walkin’ for SE “walking”. 
5)  
a. Realization of  voiceless th [θ] as t or f, as in tin for SE “thin” and baf for SE “bath” 
b. Realization of voiced th [ð] as d or v, as in den for SE “then” and bruvver for SE “brother”. 
6)  Realization of thr sequences as th, especially before [u] or [o], as in thodown [θodaun] for SE 
“throwdown”. 
7) Deletion or vocalization (pronunciation as a weak neutral vowel) of l after a vowel, as in he’p for 
SE “help” and toah for SE “toll”. […] 
8) Deletion or vocalization of r after a vowel, as in sistah  for SE “sister” or fouh for SE “four”. 
This rule applies more often when the r  comes at the end of a word and is followed by a word 
beginning with a consonant (four posts) rather than a word beginning with a vowel (four apples), 
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but it can also apply when a vowel follows within the same word, as in Ca’ol for SE “Carol” or 
sto’y  for SE “story”. […] 
9) Deletion of initial d and g in certain tense-aspect auxiliaries, as in “ah ‘on know” for SE “I don’t 
know” and “ah’m ‘a do it” for Se “I’m gonna do it”. […] the distinctive AAVE use of ain’t for 
“didn’t” […] probably derives historically from this rule too. […] 
10) Deletion of unstressed initial and medial syllables, as in ‘fraid for SE “afraid” and sec’t’ry for SE 
“secretary” […] 
11) Metathesis or transposition of adjacent consonants, as in aks for SE “ask” […] and waps for SE 
“wasp”. 
12) Realization of SE v and z (voiced fricatives) as d and z respectively (voiced stops), especially in 
word-medial position before a nasal, as in seben for SE “seven” and idn’ for SE “isn’t” 
(phonetically [ɪznt]). […] 
13) Realization of syllable-initial str as skr, especially before high front vowels like “ee” [i], as in 
skreet for SE “street” and deskroy for SE “destroy”. […] 
14) Monophthongal pronunciation of ay and oy, as in ah for SE “I” and boah for SE “boy”. 
15) Neutralization/merger of [ɪ] and [ɛ] before nasals as in [pɪn] for SE “pin” and “pen”. […] 
16) Realization of “ing” as ang and “ink” as ank in some words, as in thang for SE “thing”, sang for 
SE “sing” and drank for SE “drink”. […] 
17) Stress on first rather than second syllable, as in pólice instead of SE políce, and hótel instead of 
SE hotél. 
18) More varied intonation, with “higher pitch range and more rising and level final contours” than 
other American English varieties […] 
 
Introducing The HAPPY Vowel 
As made clear, Rickford’s list of AAVE features provides a basis for the analysis of the 
speeches. However, as has briefly been mentioned within the methodology section we have 
assessed that there is sufficient ground for including the (HAPPY) vowel in this analysis 
although it is not mentioned on the official list of AAVE features. This section will introduce the 
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(HAPPY) vowel and will give a short outline of the argumentation that underlies the inclusion of 
the (HAPPY) vowel in the context of dealing with AAVE.  
When listening to the speeches given by Obama, we noticed a salient pronunciation of words like 
country, opportunity, or community that was distinct from the GAm pronunciation. We raised the 
assumption that this phonetic variation in Obama’s speech could be related to his particular 
relation with the black community as a black president. Having looked more intensively into this 
assumption, it became clear that this presumption was taken up by a debate that took place 
online. On blogs people have debated the noticeable variation in the (HAPPY) vowel within 
Obama’s pronunciation and related it to the president’s connection with the African American 
community. The blogger Ben Trawick-Smith, working in a theatre as an actor, playwright, 
director, critic and dialect coach, posts on May 11, 2011: “This post wouldn’t be complete 
without addressing the elephant in the room: the president’s relationship with African American 
Vernacular English” (web 12). This comment is to be found on ‘Dialect Blog’; a platform for 
hobbyists and linguists to discuss dialects of the English language. On May 12, 2011 at 4:24 pm 
the blogger trawicks writes: 
“That’s a good point about his intonation. Another feature of his that I didn’t mention is 
that he tends to use a lax vowel at the end of words like (HAPPY) (i.e. the vowel in words 
like KIT). This is a feature of broad AAVE (and some Southern accents as well), although 
I’m not sure why Obama specifically does it.” (web 12). 
Having discovered an active public interest about and a debate on the (HAPPY) vowel we argue 
that the (HAPPY) vowel although not being mentioned on Rickford’s list does seem to be 
significant in the context of AAVE. We argue that the ongoing debate on the variation of the 
(HAPPY) vowel within Obama’s speeches can be seen as a folk-linguistic discussion, indicative 
of an enregisterment process. As outlined within the theoretical section, languages are not 
perceived of as static inherently limited entities. “Gradual change, in linguistic forms as well as 
in the associated social meaning of these forms is [...] to be expected” (Fabricius and Mortensen, 
fc 2013:5). Consequently, we argue that the online debate about Obama’s pronunciation of the 
(HAPPY) vowel can be seen as a form of folk-linguistics and as such be perceived of as the 
active real life articulation of attitudes towards or beliefs about a variety or style. Potentially, 
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these forms of articulation can contribute to a gradual change of linguistic forms and their 
associated social meaning. We thus argue that it is important to acknowledge the public debate 
and take it as an incentive to closer investigate the (HAPPY) vowel within the speeches in 
relation to AAVE. 
Academic literature on the (HAPPY) vowel in general makes it understandable that there is room 
for discussion about this variable. Professor of linguistics, Laurie Bauer states that “different 
varieties of English […] giving us subtly different boundary signals, may be leaving the way 
open for different interpretations of what was originally the same” (Bauer 2003:8). This aspect 
holds truth especially in regard to the (HAPPY) vowel which is mirrored in its multifaceted 
research and the limited attempt to generalize across varieties, since the literature shows that the 
(HAPPY) vowel can be phonetically associated with a number of different phonetic realizations. 
“In some varieties [of English], speakers associate [the (HAPPY) vowel] with the same 
phoneme that they have in the KIT lexical set; in others it is associated with the same 
vowel phoneme as occurs in the FLEECE lexical set; in some of these varieties its 
phonetic realisation may be distinct from the typical realisations of the phoneme it is 
most often associated with, and in some varieties its realisation may be as open as that of 
the DRESS vowel” (Stoddart, Upton & Widdowson in Bauer 2003:3). 
Another aspect possibly contributing to such discussions as discovered on ‘Dialect blog’ can be 
explained by a phenomenon that the linguist Denning mentions within his paper: 
“[r]aising of (HAPPY) to /i/ has occurred generally across English. However, it has 
occurred more rapidly in some dialects than in others, and, as Denning shows, /ɪ/ forms 
persisted particularly long in AAE, although AAE has been shifting to /i/ as well. /ɪ/ is 
still common in the speech of older African Americans” (Denning in Thomas 2007:459). 
The (HAPPY) variable will be used to comprise the various phonetic realizations of the 
orthographic expression of a word (like country, ordinarily) which in its General American form 
is realized using the (HAPPY)-vowel /i/. Although the orthographic representation of a 
(HAPPY) variable can be associated with all phonemes (HAPPY), (KIT), (FLEECE), and 
(DRESS), we will in the context of this analysis merely look for either a lowering or tensing of 
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the (HAPPY) variable; more specifically, the tensing of the (HAPPY) vowel as /i/ or the 
lowering to the (KIT) vowel /ɪ/. Although listening to the data has pointed to slight differences 
within the lowering from the (KIT) vowel towards a (DRESS) vowel, we will not further 
distinguish between these two for the sake of simplicity. Additionally, such an analysis would 
require more reliable tools for an analysis than our ears. To put briefly, this analysis only 
distinguishes between two realizations of the (HAPPY) variable; a tensing using the (HAPPY) 
vowel /i/ or a lowering using either the (KIT) /ɪ/ or perhaps the (DRESS) vowel /ɛ/. 
Considering the salience of Obama’s differing phonetic realizations, the public discussion that 
we perceive of as a form of folk-linguistics and the multifaceted nature of the (HAPPY) vowel 
itself and its corresponding research, we argue that the inclusion of the (HAPPY) vowel variable 
to have enough justifiable ground. 
Having laid the framework for the text internal analysis the next section will introduce the the 
speeches in question and their external context.  
 
Introduction of the Data 
As previously stated, the data for the paper at hand consists of four speeches all given by the 
same speaker, namely Barack Obama. The speeches have been delivered from between June 
2007 until September 2011. For the sake of clarity and academic accountability, it is necessary to 
elaborate on the specific details about the speeches, i.e. the time it has been delivered, its 
occasion, the present audience, but also the content of the speech. The external background of 
these speeches will make up a significant part of the analysis later on which will take into 
consideration the audience that is being addressed in order to draw conclusions about the style of 
the speaker. Although the material that provides our data does not give absolute accurate 
information about the present audience the location of a speech can arguably be seen as 
representative of a specific addressed audience. Ideally a speech is written for a specific present 
audience. Thus the issues being voiced give information about such audience as well. The first 
three speeches, ordered chronologically, have been chosen in this context as they address a 
predominantly black audience. The fourth speech has been included for reasons of comparison as 
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it addresses a mixed audience. Orthographic transcriptions of all four speeches are to be found in 
the appendices. 
 
Hampton University Speech (2007) 
This speech has been given on June 5
th
 in 2007 at the Hampton University Annual Ministers’ 
Conference at Hampton University. The university is “one of the top historically black 
universities in the world” and its “roots reach deep into the history of […] the African-American 
experience” (web 2). The Minister’s Conference has taken place as part of  “ yearly conferences 
for ministers of the Christian faith in the fields of religion and religious education” (web 9) and 
as such been regarded as an important meeting for African American clergy (web 8). Obama’s 
speech has been delivered in context of an annual reception for members of the American Baptist 
Churches (ABC) (web 6). The latter is linked to the National Black Caucus (web 4). The history 
of slavery and discrimination of the black community, its poverty and Christian faith are the 
salient topics within this speech. Obama calls upon the African American community to have 
hope and believe in the future. The video for this analysis has been purchased from 
Youtube.com. 
 
Dr. King’s Church speech (2008) 
This speech was delivered by Barack Obama on the 20
th
 of January 2008 at the Dr. King’s 
Church in Atlanta, Georgia (officially known as Ebenezer Baptist Church) during Obama’s first 
presidential campaign. The Ebenezer Baptist Church is described as an “African American 
Baptist Convention” (web 8) or “a unique landmark of Black Civil Rights in the African 
American Community” (web 11); descriptions that draw a picture of a principally black parish. 
Additionally, it is of great interest to note that the church was the same church from which Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. used to preach – hence the name ‘Dr. King’s Church’. Furthermore, 
Obama’s speech was delivered the day before the annual ‘Martin Luther King Jr. Day’, a 
national holiday celebrated throughout the United States in honor of Dr. King’s memory and his 
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movement. All these aspects point towards a primarily black audience that is physically present 
at the church when Obama speaks. The speech was televised and has since been put on 
Youtube.com, which is the source of the video used as data in this paper
1
. In the video, the 
audience is seen multiple times, and it is evident that the majority of the audience is African 
American, although there are white members of the audience as well. The speech centers round 
various racial issues connected to civil rights, mentioning and praising Dr. Martin Luther King. 
Another point that is of interest is the fact that Obama refers back to a preceding argument with 
Senator Hillary R. Clinton who started a verbal exchange about racial issues within Obama’s 
campaign (web 7).  
 
Congressional Black Caucus speech (2011) 
This third speech was delivered 3 years later on the 24
th
 of September in 2011 during Obama’s 
first presidential period at the Congressional Black Caucus Foundation Annual Phoenix Awards 
Dinner at the Washington Convention Center in Washington D.C. It stands to reason that the 
present audience quite predominantly consists of African Americans – this becomes evident 
when one investigates the Congressional Black Caucus Foundation (CBCF for short). The CBCF 
is an American, non-partisan NGO to which membership is exclusively for African Americans
2
 
and its “influence extends to African-American intellectuals and others focused on policy and 
legislative issues” (web 1). At the time the speech was given all members but one were members 
of the Democratic Party; this has been characteristic of the caucus throughout history (web 3). 
The annual Phoenix Awards Dinner hosted by the CBCF is open to the general public, but is 
attended mainly by African Americans due to the nature of the foundation. This speech was 
televised and since put on Youtube.com as well. In this speech, Obama mainly discusses issues 
of civil rights, albeit strongly in relation to the African American communities all over the 
United States. He encourages black people to fight with him in order to eliminate poverty among 
the black community in the United States of America. 
                                                          
1
 This is the case for all three video versions of the speeches used in this paper. 
2
 The CBC defines itself thus: “Founded in 1976 and based in Washington, D.C., CBCF envisions a world in which 
the black community is free of all disparities and able to contribute fully to advancing the common good. Its mission 
is to advance the global black community by developing leaders, informing policy and educating the public.” 
(http://www.cbcfinc.org/aboutus.html). 
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A more perfect union (2008) 
This speech, famously going by the name A more perfect Union, referring to the preamble of the 
Constitution of the United States, was delivered on the 18
th
 of March 2008 during Obama’s first 
presidential campaign. The speech was delivered at the National Constitution Center in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Held during Obama’s first presidential campaign, the speech was a 
response to various highly controversial remarks and comments concerning the World Trade 
Center attacks and alleged crimes committed by the United States government made by 
Reverend Jeremiah Wright, who used to be Mr. Obama’s personal pastor in Chicago. Due to this 
affiliation with Rev. Wright Obama held the speech in order to clear out any misunderstandings 
about him supporting the remarks made by Rev. Wright. Prior to the speech, Obama had in fact 
posted a detailed denouncement of Rev. Wright’s remarks on the website Huffingtonpost.com 
(web 10), but felt that this did not suffice. The speech was directly televised and has, like the two 
previous speeches, since been put on Youtube.com. In the video version of the speech, the 
audience is never seen.  In contrast to the three other speeches  this speech – as reflected in its 
name-  more directly addressed the entire American people and not any one particular group. 
However, in this speech Obama again mainly discusses equality and racial issues in modern 
America. 
 
Analysis 
Introduction  
The hypothesis that Barack Obama employs variants indexical of AAVE when giving a speech 
in front of an African American audience in order to create ingroup affiliation has given grounds 
for this analysis. The analysis aims at closer investigating the occurrence of different variants of 
three variables, namely PRICE-variable, (ING) variable, and (HAPPY) variable.  
As has already been established within the introduction of the (HAPPY) vowel, the inclusion of 
the (HAPPY) vowel as indexical of AAVE is not based on extensive authoritative academic 
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research.  However, we – as listeners – have perceived what seems a consistent pattern to the 
linguistic environment in which Obama employs the variant of the (HAPPY) variable which is 
indexical of AAVE, namely in all orthographic –y words (e.g., country, ordinarily). 
Nevertheless, in order to find out whether the empirical data supports this notion, we have tested 
all (HAPPY) vowels throughout all speeches (including we, me, plurals like opportunities etc.). 
An ensuing extraction of the ratio of the (HAPPY) variable within the orthographic –y context 
has confirmed the before noticed pattern. The data confirms that there is a higher ratio of variants 
indexical of AAVE within this category of words (orthographic –y words) than in the overall use 
of the (HAPPY)-vowel. Hence, because of the empirical evidence of the existence of a pattern of 
employment the analysis of the (HAPPY) variable will focus only on tokens in orthographic –y 
words.  
It has to be noticed, however that the analysis of all (HAPPY) vowels has revealed an attenuated 
pattern of the lowered (HAPPY) variant in the plurals of orthographic –y words. Given the scope 
of this project however only the most salient pattern, i.e. the singular orthographic –y words will 
be in focus and worked with. 
As has also been established in the introduction of the (HAPPY) variable, the orthographic 
expression of a word that in General American would be realized using the (HAPPY)-vowel [i] 
(like country, ordinarily) can phonetically be realized as both (KIT) [ɪ], (FLEECE) [i:]  and 
(DRESS) [ɛ] in different varieties of English. The aim of this analysis has solely been to 
distinguish between the realization of such words with either (HAPPY) vowel or alternative 
lower vowels such as (KIT) or (DRESS).  Consequently, we will not further distinguish the 
tokens that are placed in the category of AAVE as being realized by either the (KIT) vowel or 
the (DRESS) vowel, though looking at the data suggests that Obama in fact varies the realization 
between these two vowels.  Though the forthcoming theoretical view on the constraints of 
(HAPPY) vowel lowering applies only to the lowering of the (HAPPY) vowel to the (KIT) 
vowel, for the sake of the analysis we will assume that the same constraints will apply to the 
potential lowering of the (HAPPY) vowel to the (DRESS) vowel, as well. Naturally, the 
distinction between the (KIT) and (HAPPY) vowel would complicate the analysis to such extend 
that it might become incomprehensible. Furthermore, investigating a (HAPPY) lowering without 
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further distinctions is seen sufficient to provide answers in regard to the underlying hypothesis. 
Having clarified the approach of the (HAPPY) vowel the results of the analysis can be presented.  
The concern of this project is to find empirical data of a style-shift and to facilitate the later 
discussion of why such a style-shift occurs. In this regard the aim is to consider and investigate 
as many possible explanations for the occurrences of variants of various linguistic variables 
within the speeches, in order to eliminate other explanations of the employment of variants 
indexical of AAVE than that of adjusting to the audience. Thus, this analysis will focus on each 
variable and the immediate linguistic context in which it occurs and is given the possibility to 
occur.  
 
(PRICE) variable 
 King’s Church CBC Hampton Perfect Union 
GAm (-ing) 127 (66.8%)  105 (76.6%) 98 (47.1%) 230 (93.5%) 
? 41 (21.6%) 24 (17.5%) 46 (22.1%) 1 (1.2%) 
AAVE (-in) 22 (11.6%) 8 (5.9%) 64 (30.8%) 13 (5.3%) 
Total 190 137 208 246 
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The analysis of the price-variable has proven inconclusive. The possible monophongization 
[pra:s]  of the price-diphthongs [praɪs]  has is many cases proven to be acoustically unintelligible 
without the help of a sound-processing program. Consequently, such unclear tokens have been 
annotated with a question mark.   
The three speeches given in front of predominantly black audiences show high percentages of 
question marks; 21.5%, 17.5% and 22.1%, respectively. Though the speech given in front of a 
mixed audience (A More Perfect Union) shows a far lower percentage of question marks (1.2%). 
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The general uncertainty in three out of the four speeches renders a sound comparison impossible. 
Consequently, all analysis of the PRICE-variable is terminated henceforth.  
 
(ING) variable in gerunds 
 King’s Church CBC Hampton Perfect Union 
GAm (-ing) 67 (78%)  66 (69.5%) 69 (57.5%) 94 (97.9%) 
? - - 5 (4.2%) 2 (2.1%) 
AAVE (-in) 19 (22%) 29 (30.5%) 46 (38.3%) - 
Total 86 95 120 96 
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The graphs reveal a remarkable difference in the employment of the /in/ variant indexical of 
AAVE. Whereas the speech given in front of a mixed audience (A More Perfect Union) contains 
0% AAVE variants and merely 2.1% unintelligible tokens. This means that a minimum of 97.9% 
of the tokens are indexical of General American. On the contrary, the three speeches given in 
front of black audiences show a remarkably higher percentage of employment of the features 
indexical of AAVE; 22%, 30.5% and 38.3%.  
 
(HAPPY) variable in orthographic –y contexts 
 King’s Church CBC Hampton Perfect Union 
GAm (-ing) 61(39.6%)  103 (89.6%) 75 (44.9%) 134 (73.2%) 
? - - - - 
AAVE (-in) 93 (60.4%) 12 (10.4%) 92 (55.1%) 49 (26.8%) 
Total 154 115 167 183 
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The investigation of the (HAPPY) variable in orthographic –y words has revealed that two of the 
speeches given in front of black audiences (Hampton University and King’s Church) display 
very high percentages of the AAVE variant;  55.1% and 60.4%. With its 10.4% AAVE variants, 
the last speech given in front of a black audience (CBC) still contains a lower percentage than 
the mixed-audience speech (A More Perfect Union) in which 26.8% of the tokens are realized 
with the variant indexical of AAVE.   
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Linguistic constraints of the two variables: (ING) and (HAPPY) variable in 
orthographic –y words 
The overall concern of this analysis is to investigate the phonetic realization of the (ING) 
variable in gerunds and the (HAPPY) vowel in orthographic –y context. Having presented the 
overall ratios of variants that can be seen as indexical of AAVE to the variants indexical of 
General American (non-ethnically marked), it is necessary to take a distinct look at the two 
variables in question, independent of their connection to AAVE, in order to consider all possible 
explanations for the occurrence of a specific variant. Thus, the following section will focus on 
scholarly literature dealing with the linguistic constraints that control the use of different variants 
of the (ING) variable and (HAPPY) variable, respectively. This in-depth analysis will make 
possible an extraction of the ratio of AAVE realizations to the number of actual linguistic 
opportunities provided in the speeches and consequently give a much clearer picture of the 
potential deliberated strategic employment of the variants indexical of AAVE.   
 
Constraints of the (ING) variable   
In regard to the (ING) variable, research in the field has brought about a number of consistent 
constraints that influence the different phonetic realizations of the (ING) variable (Campbell-
Kibler 2006:22). Categorically constraint environments have been acknowledged but as this 
analysis is concerned with the closer investigation of the possibility of the occurrence of AAVE 
variants they are not further worked with in the analysis. Furthermore, since the focus in this 
project is only on the realization of the (ING) variable as part of gerunds, only one of the four 
sets of constraints that Campbell-Kibler identifies as influencing the general possible choice 
between the –ing and –in pronunciation is relevant to consider in this context, namely the 
phonological constraints (Campbell-Kibler 2006:22).  She identifies the following two 
phonological constraints: 
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1) the (ING) variable is followed by a word beginning with a velar stop ([k] or [g]), which 
facilitates the –ing variant as preferred realization since it can simplify the articulation of the 
next word.  
2) the (ING) variable is followed by a word beginning with an alveolar stop ([t] and [d]), which 
facilitates the –in variant as preferred realization also due to simplifying the articulation of the 
following word.  
 
(ING) variable followed by velar stop: 
 King’s Church CBC Hampton Perfect Union 
GAm (-ing) -  - 1 (50%) 1 (100%) 
AAVE (-in) - - 1 (50%) - 
Total 0 0 2 1 
 
The number of tokens occurring in this particular immediate linguistic context ((ING) variable 
followed by velar stop) is very low and although the speech from Hampton University shows the 
realization of an –in, which to some extent speaks against the pattern of preference identified by 
Campbell-Kibler, the number of tokens is too low to draw a conclusion.  The realization as the 
AAVE variant does, however, show that Obama’s employment does not just happen when it is 
phonologically preferred.  
 
(ING) variable followed by alveolar stop: 
 King’s Church CBC Hampton Perfect Union 
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GAm (-ing) 8 (61.5%) 14 (73.7%) 4 (25%) 9 (100%) 
AAVE (-in) 5 (38.5%) 5 (26.3%) 12 (75%) - 
Total 13 19 16 9 
 
The investigation of this constraint ((ING) variable followed by alveolar stop) reveals that each 
of the four speeches has a reasonable number of linguistic opportunities to realize the (ING) 
variable as –in.  The three speeches in front of black audiences all have a significant percentage 
of the AAVE-variant -in, between 26.3 and 75 %. However, though the speech in front of a 
mixed audience (A More Perfect Union) has 9 opportunities available for AAVE realization of 
the (ING) variable, 100% of the tokens are realized as the General American –ing variant.  
 
Constraints of the (HAPPY)-variable 
According to John Wells, lowering the (HAPPY) vowel to (KIT) or (DRESS) occurs in some 
varieties of American English (Wells 1998:165) and he identifies the two following phonological 
constraints of such a lowering, i.e., the linguistic environment that facilitates the opportunity to 
lower the (HAPPY) vowel to (KIT) or (DRESS) vowel. :  
1) when -y has final position in a word followed by a word beginning with a consonant.  
2) when –y is in absolute final position (utterance-final) (Wells 1998:165) 
(HAPPY)-variable followed by a consonant: 
 King’s Church CBC Hampton Perfect Union 
GAm ((HAPPY)) 39 (60%) 62 (100%) 37 (54.4%) 79 (91.9%) 
AAVE (kit) 25 (40%) - 31 (45.6%) 7(8.1%) 
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Total 65 62 68 86 
 
As has been the case previously in this analysis, two of the speeches in front of black audiences 
(King’s Church and Hampton University) show a significant percentage of the variant indexical 
of AAVE; 40% and 45.6%. However, the third speech in front a black audience (CBC) contains 
a striking 0% realization of the (HAPPY)-variable as the variant indexical of AAVE, even 
though the phonological opportunity is there. This percentage is in fact once again lower than the 
percentage found in front of the mixed audience speech (A More Perfect Union); 8.1%. Thus, 
since this project operates with the hypothesis that Obama employs more variants indexical of 
AAVE when speaking in front of a black audience, it is now clear that employing realizations 
arguably indexical of AAVE is something that he does even when not speaking in front of a 
predominantly black audience, though to a more limited degree.  
 
(HAPPY)-variable in absolute final position: 
 King’s Church CBC Hampton Perfect Union 
GAm ((HAPPY)) 9 (20.5%) 20 (64.5%) 6 (10%) 7 (14%) 
AAVE (kit) 35 (79.5%) 11(35.5%) 55 (90%) 42 (86%) 
Total 44 31 61 49 
 
The results of the analysis of the utterance-final orthographic –y words cement the recurring 
pattern that has become evident in this whole analysis. The speeches given at King’s Church and 
Hampton University show a much higher percentage of the AAVE variant than does the third 
speech given in front of a black audience (CBC); 79.5% and 90% versus 35.5%, respectively. 
Also, the speech given in front of a mixed audience (A More Perfect Union) once again has a 
higher percentage of the AAVE variant (86%) than the CBC speech, and it in fact also surpasses 
the speech given at King’s Church. Consequently, on the basis of the empirical data included in 
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this project, it can be assumed that employing the variant indexical of AAVE when realizing a 
(HAPPY)-variable in an absolute final position cannot be related to a difference in audience, but 
has to be explained in other terms. This argumentation will be resumed later in the discussion. 
 
The case of Ashley 
Two of the speeches included in the analysis, King’s Church and A More Perfect Union, feature 
some similar content, namely a story about a woman named Ashley Baia. Though only a few 
minutes long, the inclusion of this story provides tangible evidence for an explanation that is (as 
will later be argued) based on other causes than for example a natural deployment of the variant 
indexical of AAVE . The word ‘Ashley’ falls under the category of orthographic –y words. 
 King’s Church Perfect Union 
GAm ((HAPPY)) 1 (11.1%) 8 (80%) 
AAVE (kit) 8 (88.9%) 2 (20%) 
Total 9 10 
 
 When comparing the pronunciation of ‘Ashley’ (pronounced 9 and 10 times, respectively) it 
becomes clear that there is a tangible difference. In King’s Church, 88.9% of tokens are realized 
with the variant indexical of AAVE. On the other hand, A More Perfect Union features only two 
instances, 20%, of the variant indexical of AAVE out of the 10 possible: when Obama is 
representing the speech of a black man. However, in order to fully eliminate other possible 
explanations for the different pronunciations of ‘Ashley’, this analysis will also consult the 
constraints of (HAPPY) vowel lowering as identified by Wells and look separately at the 
linguistic environment that surrounds the Ashley-tokens in the two speeches. 
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Ashley followed by a consonant 
 King’s Church Perfect Union 
GAm ((HAPPY)) - 6 (100%) 
AAVE (KIT) 6 (100%) - 
Total 6 6 
   
 
Though lowering is possible in the context all of these tokens, it is abundantly clear that there is 
a consistency of realization of Ashley within each speech. This consistency is completely in tune 
with what would be expected if considering the respective audiences, since the (HAPPY) vowel, 
indexical of GAm, is employed in front of the mixed audience, whereas the (KIT) vowel is 
employed in front of a black audience. 
 
Ashley in absolute final position 
 King’s Church Perfect Union 
GAm ((HAPPY)) - - 
AAVE (kit) 1 (100%) 2 (100%) 
Total 1 2 
 
Again, the result from King’s Church is as expected, showing the employment of the variant 
indexical of AAVE. As has already been established, Ashley is realized in two different ways in 
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A More Perfect Union, and the tokens visible in the table above depicts the only two realizations 
employing the variant indexical of AAVE: when Obama represents the speech of a black man. 
 
Inconclusive findings 
Relative progression (inconclusive) 
The analysis has also focused on whether the employment of variants indexical of AAVE may be 
due to a natural flow; that is, whether the frequency of AAVE variants can be explained as 
resulting from climaxes throughout the speeches in which a possible increase in pace and volume 
might trigger the use of variants indexical of AAVE.     
In order to determine whether there is a relative progression in the employment of AAVE 
variants, which may disprove the hypothesis of a strategic use of AAVE, the analysis features a 
count which has divided each of the four speeches into ten-minute intervals. However, this 
approach has not provided any tangible evidence of a progression, Specifying the (HAPPY) 
tokens by extracting only orthographic –y words, as is done within all steps of the analysis, does 
not show any significant progression in variants indexical of AAVE, either. Likewise, the 
extraction of  (HAPPY) vowels situated at the end of an utterance followed by a pause has not 
yielded any significant results (see appendices) Consequently, despite the fact that the number of  
possibilities within each 10 minute interval and within each speech has not been examined 
closer, the matter of a possible relative progression of the employment of the AAVE variants will 
not be pursued any further. 
 
Topic (inconclusive) 
The topic has been investigated as an additional potentially influential factor that may influence 
the employment of variants indexical of AAVE. In order to assert whether the topic has an 
influence on the ratio of AAVE variants to GAm variants the content of the data has been 
divided into four different topics. The following broad categories are used: 
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 African American community 
 Biblical references  
 The United States of America 
 Obama (personal thoughts and background) 
 Category according to speech theme (Ashley-story, introductory sequences)  
The fact that the speeches have been chosen on the grounds of discussing the same topics in front 
of different audiences makes possible a test of the hypothesis that certain topic may trigger a 
more frequent employment of variants of the two varieties in question ((ING) and (HAPPY)). 
Thus, as the analysis has also focused on linking the overall findings to different topics, making 
possible the extraction of a ratio of the two variants according to topic and an assessment of 
whether certain topics prompt higher or lower frequency of variants indexical of AAVE. 
However, the results reveal that no topic prompts as significantly higher rate of the variants 
indexical of AAVE (see appendices). As the previous extraction of (HAPPY)-vowels in 
orthographic –y words revealed a higher frequency of AAVE variants (and consequently 
suggests that Obama simply employs AAVE more often in this kind of context) the analysis of 
the (HAPPY) vowel within the topic-division of the data also features the ratio of AAVE 
variants to GAM variants of the (HAPPY) vowel in orthographic –y words. This analysis did not 
yield any significant results, either (see appendices). 
Concludingly, it must be noted that the topic categories are very broad and that a more detailed 
division of topic may yield significant results. Nonetheless, the hypothesis that the employment 
rate of AAVE variants may be influenced by the topic matter will not be pursued any further. 
Having presented all numbers the analysis has yielded the following section will resume and 
discuss the ratios that provided conclusive results.  
 
 
 
 
49 
 
Discussion 
The following section presents a discussion based on the results yielded in the analysis of the 
four speeches. An interpretation of the numbers that the analysis has produced will serve to 
firstly enable a discussion of the question whether Obama’s manner of speaking features a style 
that can be called AAVE, and secondly, if such style is employed to a greater extent in front of a 
black audience. In this regard, the discussion will link the text internal findings with the external 
context. As has been established within the theory section, the social context of a speaker or a 
given speech can be seen as having significant influence on the speech itself. Hence taking into 
consideration the audiences of the speeches and Obama’s own background should provide 
insight into whether Barack Obama employs variants indexical of AAVE when giving a speech 
in front of an African American audience.  
Firstly, however, we should become clear about how Obama’s style can be understood and 
described. As a matter of fact, if one were to measure Obama’s way of speaking against the list 
of distinctive phonological AAVE features provided by Rickford, the results yielded by the 
analysis above would not provide enough evidence to term Obama’s style African American 
Vernacular English as the analysis merely renders an investigation of two of his listed features; 
the monophthongization of the PRICE diphthong and the /in/ variant of the (ING) variable. The 
analysis does not investigate all features found on Rickford’s list as it is not of primary interest to 
let the analysis be guided by those listed features but to lead the analysis from the most salient 
features used by Obama. In the context of this project report the interface of GAm and AAVE is 
of interest. The perspective adopted here is not one of approaching the idea of language practice 
in terms of fixity and systematicity. As has been established within the theory section, varieties 
and styles are not exclusively explained “in terms of linguistic description” but above all in terms 
of “ideological postulates about language variation and social meaning, which emerge 
historically and circulate in society” (Fabricius and Mortensen 2013, fc: 1 and 4). Understanding 
and measuring Obama’s style in terms of a list comprising a linguistic description would ignore 
the fact that  
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“[t]he construction of a style is a process of bricolage: a stylistic agent appropriates 
resources from a broad sociolinguistic landscape, recombining them to make a 
distinctive style. In this way, the new style has a clear individual identification, but an 
identification that owes its existence to its life in a broader landscape of meaning” 
(Eckert 1996:4). 
 
Once we understand that “[…] style is a clustering of linguistic resources that has social 
meaning” (Eckert 1996:4) Obama’s style can be interpreted in a meaningful way. Arguably the 
analysis has detected a small cluster of linguistic variants that are associated with AAVE. It 
should quickly be noticed that the investigated variants (-in and lowering of the (HAPPY) vowel 
in orthographic –y contexts) can also be seen as indexical of a Southern White Vernacular 
English, SWVE (Wells 1998:165). But given the fact that “style is what an individual speaker 
does with language in relation to other people” (Bell 2002: 141) and since  
 
“every stylistic move is the result of an interpretation of the social world and of the 
meanings and of the elements within it, as well as a positioning of the stylizer with 
respect to that world” (Eckert 2008:456)  
 
it can be deemed unrealistic and meaningless for Obama to engage in a style-shift towards 
SWVE in the context of these four speeches analyzed in the project. As has been stated within 
the theory section a style or variety has an indexical field of potential social meanings. Given the 
unlikely assumption that Obama would deliberately deploy variants indexical of SWVE in front 
of a predominantly black audience, he would still need to consider that the physically present 
audience might not share this indexical field of social meanings or with other words the 
knowledge that the same linguistic features of AAVE are indexical of SWVE as well. Hence, the 
deliberate choice of using variants indexical of SWVE is fairly unlikely and unreasonable.  
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The combination of the variants of the (ING) variable and (HAPPY) variable as detected within 
the analysis and the external social context being comprised by a predominantly black audience 
arguably allows to place the variants inside a specific cluster indexical of AAVE rather than 
SWVE. Nonetheless, we are aware that the mere detection of two variants does not provide 
evidence to make a final argument about their associated meaning. In this regard, let us have a 
closer look at what results the analysis has revealed so far and what explanations can be drawn 
from these. 
First, we will turn to the second variable that has been analyzed; the (ING) variable. 
The investigation of the articulation of the –in variant in gerunds has revealed a fairly similar 
ratio within the three black audience speeches (22%, 30.5% and 38.5%). Interestingly, the speech 
in front of the mixed audience has not shown any –in variants at all. The examination of the 
(ING) variable followed by an alveolar stop ([t] and [d]) has revealed significant numbers within 
the three black audience speeches (38.5%, 26.3% and 75%). Again, the speech in front of the 
mixed audience provides a striking result, namely although there are nine opportunities for an –
in variant to occur it is the the –ing variant that occurs 100%. Arguably this discovery shows a 
greater awareness of the president to speak non-ethnically marked in front of a mixed audience. 
However, the absence of the –in variant may also be explained in terms of a more formal setting, 
in that the speech was given as a response to the heavy pressure that Obama and his candidacy 
was under; referring to the misunderstandings about him supporting the controversial remarks 
made by his pastor Reverend Wright and he may focus on speaking in a very clear and correct 
manner so as to not draw attention away from his message.  
The analysis has revealed the continuous occurrence of the lowering of the (HAPPY) vowel 
within all speeches; to a greater extent within the King’s Church (19.7%) and Hampton 
University (29.1%) speeches and to a lesser degree within the Perfect Union (17.9%) and CBC 
speech (4.2%).  Having extracted the occurrences of the lowered (HAPPY) vowel and looked at 
the immediate syntactic context of orthographic –y words, the ratio follow the same pattern as 
the Hampton University speech and the King’s Church speech (55.1% and 60.4%), while the 
CBC (10.4%) and the Perfect Union speech (26.8%) show a lowering of the (HAPPY) vowel in 
this environment to a lesser extent. The analysis of orthographic –y words followed by a 
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consonant shows the same relative distribution. The King’s Church and Hampton University 
speech show a high percentage of 40% and 45.6%, whereas the Perfect Union speech shows a 
percentage of 8.1%. The CBC speech does not display any occurrences of (HAPPY) lowering in 
this environment. Hence, the overall investigation of the (HAPPY) vowel and the extractions of 
its distinct environments have revealed that the lowering of the (HAPPY) vowel is articulated to 
a slightly higher degree within the black audience speeches King’s Church and Hampton 
University. Nevertheless, the lowering occurs even in the context of a non-black audience. This 
pattern of occurrences hints to the fact that the lowering of the (HAPPY) vowel within 
orthographic -y words might be part of Obama’s natural way of speaking.  
As was established, the analysis features an additional examination of the so called ‘Ashley 
story’ within two of the speeches (King’s Church and Perfect Union). The same story presented 
in front of two different audiences has revealed two differing ratios in regard of the (HAPPY) 
vowel within the word ending with –y, ‘Ashley’. Whereas the King’s Church speech shows a 
lowering of the (HAPPY) vowel in the end of ‘Ashley’ 88.9% of all tokens, the Perfect Union 
speech merely provides a percentage of 20%. As stated before the only two incidents of lowering 
within the Perfect Union occur in the context of representing the speech of a black man. The 
investigation of the (HAPPY) vowel within Ashley followed by a consonant reveals an even 
clearer differing picture. Within the speech in front of a black audience Obama articulates every 
‘Ashley’ followed by a consonant – an environment that has been said to facilitate the lowering- 
with a lowered (HAPPY) vowel.  
The example of the realization of Ashley provides tangible evidence of a deliberated employment 
of certain variants depending on the external non-linguistic context of the utterance. Also, the 
fact that A More Perfect Union features Obama representing the speech of a black man using the 
variant indexical of AAVE can be seen as revealing his own awareness of the speech of a black 
man.   
Thus, it should finally be stressed again that the focus on and analysis of solely two variables 
does not provide enough ground to make a determination about Obama engaging in a style-shift 
towards AAVE; be it naturally or deliberately.  The small cluster that has been detected as being 
part of AAVE merely allows for the assumption that it might be part of Obama’s natural way of 
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speaking. Clearly the kind of AAVE that Obama might style-shift into is unlikely to be a 
basilectal style. Nevertheless his style can be argued to represent “the most prestigious 
standardized variety” (Berruto 2010:232) of AAVE; an acrolect. But in order to reach 
substantiated knowledge in this regard an investigation of far more speeches is of necessity.  
However, the analysis has revealed different ratios of variants indexical of AAVE to variants 
indexical of GAm within the speeches. The King’s Church and Hampton University speech - 
speeches given in front of black audiences - show a higher percentage of variants indexical of 
AAVE in comparison with the A More Perfect Union speech in front of a mixed audience. 
Especially the analysis of the (ING) variable is remarkable, in that it has not shown any AAVE 
variants within the Perfect Union speech. The analysis of the (HAPPY) vowel has yielded a 
similar result. However, there have been AAVE variants detected within the Perfect Union 
speech. The investigation of the CBC speech, although representing a speech in front of a black 
audience has produced a striking and differing result. This aspect will be resumed later on. The 
Ashley story has given definite proof. A difference between the black and the mixed audience 
speeches has been detected; a result that clearly points towards the deliberate choice of using a 
specific variant by the speaker Obama. 
Put briefly, the analysis has examined each speech separately. Nevertheless, the same variables 
and linguistic environments have been investigated. This approach has made it possible to bring 
out differences between the individual speeches. Consequently, the detected differences have to 
be explained in terms other than text-internal.   
In this regard it is helpful to have a closer look at the possible influence of the external contexts 
the speeches are given in. As has been made clear before, the external social context of a speech 
act can have influence on the style of a speaker. Hence, the consideration of an audience in these 
terms can provide useful information about why the speaker – in this context Obama- might 
choose to articulate the variables in question in one way or another.  
However, before doing so it shortly has to be noted that Obama reads from a well planned and 
well scripted text when giving a speech. Arguably, reading out loud a written text may have an 
influence on the speaker as he might tend to speak more formal under this circumstance. With 
other words it is a different language practice as opposed to the living word expressed in 
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moment-by-moment language practices. Nevertheless, the orthographic transcript does not 
provide any phonetical signs purporting specific pronunciations of certain variables. Hence, 
Obama the active speaker in this context arguably still has freedom to design his way of speaking 
and deploy possible strategic moves. Having clarified this aspect it is now possible to take into 
consideration the external context.  
 
The audience 
As has been established in the theory section, style is understood as design choice. Whereas Bell 
and Coupland agree on this understanding their approaches differ in their emphasis. Bell 
acknowledges strategic intentions that might cause a certain style and stresses the responsive 
component in the sense that the audience to a great degree designs the style of a speaker whereas 
Coupland lends more importance to the deliberate expression of an identity or how we present 
ourselves in front of others by consciously deploying a certain style. As both theories to a great 
extent overlap and complement each other we will operate with both their ideas in the following 
and not consult and apply them in separated approaches.  Having mentioned and clarified our 
way of proceeding, it is now possible to closer look at the role the external context plays. 
Taking into consideration the realization of the (ING) variable it is now possible to interpret the 
complete absence of –in variants within the Perfect Union speech, as opposed to the other 
speeches in front of predominantly black audiences, as a self-determined and conscious choice; a 
choice that can be seen as a conscious response in accordance with the mixed audience. As 
Eckert has established, the pronunciation of the –ing variant is endowed with an indexical field 
comprising associations such as formal, articulate, and educated (Eckert 2008:466). In view of 
the difference to the other three speeches it can be said that Obama “[…] designs [his] style 
primarily for and in response to [his] audience” (Bell 2002:143). Exclusively articulating the –
ing variant can be seen as the deliberate choice - a conscious design choice as understood by 
Coupland -  to speak General American which is not ethnically marked.  
In turn the higher ratio of linguistic features being indexical of AAVE within the black audience 
speeches King’s Church and Hampton University could arguably be understood as a deliberate 
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style choice to accommodate to a predominantly black audience. As ”[a]udience design is […] a 
strategy by which speakers draw on the range of linguistic resources available in their speech 
community to respond to different kinds of audiences” (Bell 2002:145) the relatively increased 
occurrences of both lowered (HAPPY) vowels and -in variants can be interpreted as strategic in 
relation to the predominantly black audience Obama addresses. Thus, on the basis of Bell’s 
theory it can be argued that Obama tries to create ingroup affiliation with his audience by means 
of adjusting his way of speaking to that of his audience.  The assumption can be made that intra-
speaker style shift takes place as a response to inter-speaker difference (Bell 2002:142) and as 
such the aim is to create convergence. As is stated within the theory section, with the practice of 
language people express who they are and who they identify with. Arguably, when Obama 
employs a higher rate of linguistic features indexical of AAVE in front of a predominantly black 
audience this can be due to the underlying intention of emphasizing his own identification with 
the black community. Logically, creating in-group affiliation and creating convergence can be a 
helpful strategic move for a politician in order to gain support and votes. Adapting his style of 
speaking and creating convergence with his audience can be interpreted as an intentional attempt 
to create a sense of community by reducing linguistic differences. Making issues like inequality 
or discriminations subject of discussion while choosing to deploy stylistic features associated 
with AAVE transfers the message of a jointly fighting against problems that black voters are 
concerned with. Thus, it can be argued that since both topic and style speak to this specific 
section of the American population Obama transfers the message that he is able to put himself 
into his black audience members’ positions. Communicating such feeling of in-group by 
adjusting his way of speaking is likely to be of advantage when wanting to gain assent and votes. 
To put briefly, the deployment of stylistic features indexical of AAVE can be said to have 
underlying strategic intentions.  
As the investigation of the (HAPPY) vowel has revealed a significant higher ratio of the lowered 
(HAPPY) vowel within the King’s Church and Hampton University speeches the same 
argumentation of a deliberate audience design can be applied in that context. However, in 
contrast to the (ING) variable, the lowered (HAPPY) vowel appeared throughout all speeches 
and thus also in front of the mixed audience.  
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As has been stated in the beginning of this section the analysis has revealed a general pattern, 
namely a higher occurrence of variants indexical of AAVE within the two black audience 
speeches King’s Church and Hampton University than in the mixed audience speech A More 
Perfect Union. Yet, the CBC speech although having been delivered in front of a preliminary 
black audience the occurrences of (HAPPY) vowel variants indexical of AAVE are always the 
lowest compared to all other three speeches; even the Perfect Union. In regard of the (ING) 
variable the percentage of AAVE variants is higher than within the A More Perfect Union but 
always lower than the percentages found within the analysis of the King’s Church and Hampton 
University speech. As mentioned within the introduction to the data of the analysis the CBC 
speech took place in 2011. Thus, in contrast to all other speeches, this speech was given after 
Obama’s inauguration as the president of the United States of America. Consequently, the 
chronologically preceding speeches were held during Obama’s campaign for presidency. This 
temporal difference together with the difference between Obama’s office at the time of delivery 
must be noted. Thinking in strategic terms, it can arguably have an influence on his style. It can 
be hypothesized that throughout the campaign for presidency Obama has been concerned with 
gaining supporters and voters, whereas after his inauguration this matter may to some extent 
have lost its significance. Furthermore, the Congressional Black Caucus Foundation Annual 
Phoenix Awards Dinner may not be an occasion at which Obama feels the need to employ 
specific linguistic features in order to create in-group affiliation, since at the time all but one 
member of the caucus were also members of the Democratic Party. Thus, as it has already been 
argued that the reason for the frequent deployment of AAVE features in the two speeches in 
front of black audiences, King’s Church and Hampton University may be to win over votes from 
the black section of the American population, the absence of the same features within the CBC 
speech may point to the fact that there really are no votes to be won over. In other words, 
resuming the theoretical standpoints in the beginning of this project saying that speakers adjust 
their style to their external context it may be that Obama does not think that the contextual 
factors of the CBC speech call for him to put even more emphasis on his own race. 
So far having predominantly discussed the audience as an influential aspect found within the 
external context another aspect has to be considered at this point. Given the diverse locations 
(Hampton University, Dr. King’s Church, the Washington Convention Center and the National 
Constitution Center in Philadelphia) and different occasions of the four speeches it has to be 
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considered that there might be a possible difference in the degree of formality. Thus it has to be 
asked whether the detected difference in style merely represents a difference in formality. If this 
would be the case the assumption of engaging in style-shifting towards AAVE would be 
weakened. Yet the argumentation of audience design would still hold truth. At this point a 
crucial result of the analysis should be recalled. Arguably, the Ashley-story has provided 
evidence for the deliberate choice to realize variables as variants indexical of AAVE. As 
presented above, the distinct analysis of the Ashley-story has revealed a different realization of 
the word Ashley despite similar linguistic environments of the utterances. The Ashley-story thus 
provides reliable evidence for a difference in pronunciation due to the difference in audience; it 
is thus a deliberate design choice to engage in style-shifting towards AAVE in this section of the 
two speeches. With other words, it proves that Obama is aware and able to deliberately style-
shift into AAVE. Given the two different occasions of the King’s Church and A More Perfect 
Union speeches it is reasonable to argue that this style-shift is a strategy with the intention of 
creating in-group affiliation and creating convergence with the physically present audience at the 
King’s Church. 
The preceding argumentation is primarily based on the comparison of AAVE ratios between the 
different speeches. However, it should also be considered that the comparison of AAVE features 
and GAm features in all speeches never reveals a higher ratio of AAVE features than 60, 5% 
(King’s Church). As mentioned earlier Obama’s style can be understood as an acrolect “The 
terms refer to the idea of the continuum as a metaphorical triangle, at whose base there are many 
basilects and at the top [...] one acrolect” (Berruto 2010:232).  As such it bears significantly more 
linguistic features indexical of GAm and only a small amount of AAVE features. An obvious 
question is then why he remains at this acrolectal end of the continuum. Within Bell’s theoretical 
framework of audience design, the speaker – Obama – is equipped with the ability to adjust his 
style not only to the immediate physically present audience but also to the so called reference 
group. Since Obama is the authoritative representative of the United States of America, it can be 
argued that when speaking in front of a predominantly black audience, he designs his way of 
speaking not merely in correspondence with the physically present audience but is aware of his 
position and role as a president of all Americans. Consequently, it can be assumed that he would 
never deliberately and strategically deploy a basilect of AAVE, since it could seriously 
disaffiliate him from white non-black Americans and jeopardize his position.  
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Conclusion 
The underlying hypothesis that Barack Obama employs linguistic variants indexical of AAVE 
when giving a speech in front of an African American audience in order to create in-group 
affiliation serves as the driving force of this project report. The thorough analysis of the four 
selected speeches has revealed that this hypothesis can be claimed to hold true. Firstly, it has 
been argued that it is possible to perceive the variables (ING) and (HAPPY) vowel as a cluster 
indexical of African American Vernacular English. The possibility that Obama’s style could be 
indexical of SWVE given the fact that AAVE shares linguistic features with SWVE  has been 
rendered unlikely due to the fact that the deliberate deployment of SWVE features would seem a 
meaningless design choice in regard to the addressed audience. The investigation of the (ING) 
variable revealed a striking difference within the A More Perfect Union speech. Compared to the 
other three speeches there were no –in variants to be found at all. It has been argued that this was 
due to a deliberate choice to speak General American as it is non-ethnically marked. The analysis 
of the (HAPPY) vowel has revealed the deployment of the lowered (HAPPY) variant throughout 
all four speeches. However, the investigations of the King’s Church speech and Hampton 
University speech have produced higher percentages of lowered (HAPPY) variants. The higher 
percentages within the King’s Church and Hampton University speech of the –in variants and 
lowered (HAPPY) vowel have given grounds for the argument that Obama engages in style 
shifting in order to create in-group and convergence. These two latter intentions have been 
understood as strategic moves in order to gain approval and votes. The concern has been raised 
that a difference in style could also be due to a difference in formality, but the analysis of the 
Ashley story has provided inviolable evidence for the ability of Obama to consciously deploy 
features of AAVE. The striking difference that has been detected within the examination of the 
CBC speech could be explained in regard to the fact that it has been delivered after Obama’s 
campaign for presidency. Additionally, almost all members of the caucus were also members of 
the Democratic Party at that time so that there has been no need for Obama to emphasize his 
affiliation with this particular black community by means of linguistic style. 
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As the structure of the analysis has not allowed for the application of the theories separately and 
to work with them in a reflective manner, it is deemed necessary to shortly state in what way 
exactly the theories in question have been understood as being relevant in this context and in 
what way they have been applied. As has been stated earlier, the theories consulted in this project 
to a great extend overlap in their considerations and they complement each other. Nonetheless, it 
has to be stressed that Bell and Coupland place different emphases within their theoretical 
approaches to style. Coupland stresses the conscious expression of a speaker’s identity by 
deploying a specific style. He regards every stylistic move as a positioning within the social 
context and its meanings. Bell acknowledges that his theory does not sufficiently capture the 
complexity of “speakers’ moment-by-moment, self-expressive use of language” (Bell 2002:163) 
as he devotes himself primarily to the influence of an audience – this can be physically present 
but also a reference group - and its influence on the speaker’s style. The discussion featured in 
this project has also used this argument in order to explain why Obama remains at an AAVE 
acrolect level. However, Bell’s theory entails an important feature that is not being addressed 
within Coupland’s approach, namely the contemplation of audience design as a strategy. The 
latter adds an important aspect when investigating public speeches, as is the case with this 
project. Hence, both emphases have been relevant to this investigation and have been applied 
jointly. 
In conclusion, considering the results of the analysis and the discussion, it can then finally be 
said that Obama does engage in a style-shift towards AAVE when giving a speech in front of a 
black audience in order to create group affiliation with his audience members. However, the kind 
of AAVE that Obama style-shifts into is acrolectal.   
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Further studies 
The investigation that has been conducted in the context of this project report is regarded as a 
limited and exemplary investigation of the underlying hypothesis. The investigation has revealed 
that the matter of investigation – the possible engagement of Obama in style shifting towards 
AAVE in front of a black audience in order to create in-group affiliation - provides extensive 
material for further investigation. Since this project merely includes only a very limited number 
of speeches, there is not enough substantiated proof to make general and definite claims about 
Obama’s way of speaking. Given the public debate and the publication of a book debating 
Obama’s variation in speech there is definitely reason and ground for further investigation. First 
and foremost, an analysis that would make use of a sound processing program able to detect 
acoustic phonetic differences would most likely yield more nuanced and reliable results. In terms 
of broadening the scope of the topic and using the results presented in this project as a starting 
point for future investigations, one could design a study with a temporal focus, looking at 
whether there is a difference in Obama’s employment of features indexical of AAVE during a 
presidential campaign and after he was (re)elected, as the discussion in this project at least hints 
at the possibility. Also, it may be interesting to investigate the difference between Obama’s 
speech when he sticks to the manuscript versus when he begins a speech by addressing his 
immediate audience or improvises in the middle of a speech, as the spontaneous character of 
such incidents may prompt a less formal kind of language.  
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Appendices 
ORTHOGRAPHIC TRANSCRIPTIONS OF THE FOUR SPEECHES  
King’s Church speech 
The Scripture tells us that when Joshua and the Israelites arrived at the gates of Jericho, they could not 
enter. The walls of the city were too steep for any one person to climb; they were too strong to be taken 
down with brute force. And so the people sat for days, unable to pass on through. 
But God had a plan for his people. 
He told them to stand together and march together around the city, and on the seventh day he told 
them that when they heard the sound of the ram’s horn they should speak with one voice. And at the 
chosen hour, when the horn sounded and a chorus of voices cried out together, the mighty walls of 
Jericho came tumbling down. That's what Scripture tells us. 
And there are many lessons to take from this passage, just as there are many lessons to take from this 
day, just as there are many memories that fill the space of this church. As I was thinking about which 
ones we need to remember at this hour, my mind went back to the very beginning of the modern Civil 
Rights Era. Because before Memphis and the mountaintop; before the bridge in Selma and the march on 
Washington; before Birmingham and the beatings; the fire hoses and the loss of those four little girls; 
before there was King the Icon and his magnificent dream, there was King the young preacher and a 
people who found themselves suffering under the yoke of oppression. And on the eve of the bus 
boycotts in Montgomery, at a time when many were still doubtful about the possibilities of change; 
a time when those in the black community who not only mistrusted each other, but mistrusted 
themselves, King inspired with words not of anger, but of an urgency, a fierce urgency, that still speaks 
to us today. 
“Unity,” he said “is the great need of the hour”. 
Unity is the great need of the hour. 
Unity is how we shall overcome. 
What Dr. King understood is that if just one person chose to walk instead of ride the bus those walls of 
oppression would not be moved. 
But maybe if a few more decided to walk, those foundations might start to shake. 
If just a few women were willing to do what Rosa Parks had had been willing to do, maybe the cracks 
would start to show. If teenagers took freedom rides from North to South, maybe a few bricks would 
come loose. 
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Maybe if white folks marched because they had come to understand that their freedom was wrapped 
up in the freedom of others; that they too had a stake in the impending battle, the walls would begin to 
sway. And if enough Americans were awakened to the injustice; if they joined together, North and 
South, rich and poor, Jew and gentile, then perhaps that wall would come tumbling down and justice 
would flow like water, and righteousness like a mighty stream. 
“Unity is the great need of the hour”. That's what Dr. Kings said. It is the great need of this hour as well. 
Not because it sounds pleasant or because it makes us feel good, but because it’s the only way we can 
overcome the essential deficit that exists in this country. I’m not talking about the budget deficit. I’m not 
talking about the trade deficit. I’m talking about the moral deficit in this country. I’m talking about an 
empathy deficit; the inability to recognize ourselves in one another; to understand that we are our 
brother’s keeper; and our sister’s keeper; that, in the words of Dr. King, we are all tied together in a 
single garment of destiny. 
We have an empathy deficit when we’re still sending our children down corridors of shame; schools in 
the forgotten corners of America where the color of your skin still affects the content of your education. 
We have a deficit when CEOs are making more in ten minutes than ordinary workers are making in an 
entire year; when families lose their homes so unscrupulous lenders can make a profit; when mothers 
can’t afford a doctor when their children are stricken with illness. 
We have a deficit in this country when we have Scooter Libby justice for some and Jena justice for 
others; when our children see hanging nooses from a schoolyard tree today, in the present, in the 
twenty-first century. 
We have a deficit when homeless veterans sleep on the streets of our cities; when innocents are 
slaughtered in the deserts of Darfur; when young Americans serve tour after tourof duty, in a war that 
should have never been authorized and should have never been waged.  
We have an empathy deficit in this country that has to be closed. 
We have a deficit when it takes a breach in the levees to reveal the breach in our compassion when it 
takes a terrible storm to reveal the hungry that God calls on us to feed; the sick He calls on us to care 
for; the least of these He commands that we treat as our own. 
So we have a deficit to close. We have walls, barriers to justice and equality that must come down. 
And to do this, we know that unity is the great need of this hour. 
However, all too often when we talk about unity in this country, we’ve come to believe that it can be 
purchased on the cheap. 
We’ve come to believe that racial reconciliation can come easily.  
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That it’s just a matter of a few ignorant people trapped in the prejudices of the past, and that if the 
demagogues and those who exploit our racial divisions will simply go away, then all our problems would 
be solved. All too often, we seek to ignore the profound structural and institutional barriers that stand in 
the way of ensuring opportunity for all of our children or decent jobs for all of our people or health care 
for those who are sick. 
We long for unity, but we are not willing to pay the price. But of course, true unity cannot be so easily 
purchased. It starts with a change in attitude; it’s changing our hearts and changing our minds. 
Broadening our spirits. It’s not easy to stand in somebody else’s shoes. It’s not easy to see past our 
differences. We’ve all encountered this in our own lives. 
But what makes it even more difficult is that we have a politics in this country that seeks to drive us 
apart; that puts up walls between us. We are told that those who differ from us on a few things differ 
from us on all things; that our problems are the fault of those who don’t think like us or look like us or 
come from where we do. The welfare queen is taking our tax money. The immigrant is taking our jobs. 
The believer condemns the non-believer as immoral, and the non-believer chides the believer for being 
intolerant. 
For most of this country’s history, we in the African-American community have been at the receiving 
end of man’s inhumanity to man. 
And all of us understand intimately the insidious role that race still sometimes plays on the job, in the 
schools, in our health care system, and in our criminal justice system. And yet, if we are honest with 
ourselves, we must admit that none of our hands are entirely clean. If we’re honest with ourselves, we’ll 
acknowledge that our own community has not always been true to King’s vision of a beloved 
community. If we’re honest with ourselves, we have to admit that there have been times when we have 
scorned our gay brothers and sisters instead of embracing them. 
The scourge of anti-Semitism has, at times, revealed itself in our community. 
For too long, some of us have seen immigrants only as competitors for jobs instead of companions in the 
fight for opportunity. 
Every day, our politics fuels and exploits this kind of division across all races and regions; across gender 
and party. It’s played out on television. It is sensationalized by the media. 
And last week, it crept into the campaign for President, with charges and counter-charges that served to 
obscure the issues instead of illuminating the critical choices we face as a nation – none of our hands are 
clean. 
69 
 
So let us say that on this day of all days, each of us carries with us the task of changing our hearts and 
minds; the divisions, the stereotypes, the scape-goating, the ease with which we blame the plight of 
ourselves on others. All of this distracts us from the common challenges we face; war and poverty; 
inequality and injustice. 
We can no longer afford to build ourselves up by tearing each other down. 
We can no longer afford to traffic in lies or fear or hate. 
It is the poison that we must purge from our politics; the wall that we must tear down before the hour 
grows too late. Because if Dr. King could love his jailor; if he could call on the faithful who once sat 
where you do to forgive those who set dogs and fire hoses upon them, then surely we can look past 
what divides us in our time and bind up our wounds, and erase the sympathy deficit that exists in our 
hearts. But if changing our hearts and minds is the first critical step, we cannot stop there.  
It is not enough to bemoan the plight of poor children in this country and remain unwilling to push our 
elected officials to provide the resources to fix our schools. 
It is not enough to decry the disparities of healthcare and yet allow the insurance companies and the 
drug companies to block much-needed reforms in our healthcare system. 
It is not enough. 
It is not enough for us to abhor the costs of a misguided war, and yet we continue allow ourselves to be 
driven by a politics of fear that sees the threat of attack as way to scare up votes instead of a call to 
come together around a common effort. 
The Scripture tells us that we are judged not just by word, but by deed. And if we are to truly bring 
about the unity that is needed, that is so crucial in this time, we must find it within ourselves to act on 
what we know; to understand that living up to this country’s ideals and its possibilities will require great 
effort and resources; sacrifice and stamina. 
We can’t pass a law called no child left behind and then leave the money behind. That is not a serious 
effort bringing about the unity that is needed. 
We can’t celebrate Dr. King’s dream and yet still have insufficient funds to cash that Promissory know 
that were promised at the beginning of this nation. That is what is at stake in the great political debate 
we are having today. The changes that are needed are not just a matter of tinkering around the edges 
and they will not come if politicians simply tell us what we want to hear. All of us will be called upon to 
make some sacrifice. None of us will be exempt from responsibility. We will have to fight to fix our 
schools, but we will also have to challenge ourselves to be better parents and turn off the television set 
and put away the video game. And our men have to be home with our children; that too is part of the 
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challenge that we must meet. We will have to confront the biases in our criminal justice system, but we 
will also have to acknowledge the deep-seated violence that still resides in our own communities and 
marshal the will to break its grip and that violence wherever we see it. That is how we will bring about 
the change we seek. 
That is how Dr. King led this country through the wilderness. He did it with words; words that he spoke 
not just to the children of slaves, but the children of slave owners. Words that inspired not just black but 
also white; not just the Christian but also Jew and Muslim and Atheists; not just the Southerner but also 
the Northerner. He led with words, but he also led with deeds. He also led by example. He led by 
marching and going to jail and suffering threats and being away from his family. He led by taking a stand 
against a war, knowing full well that it would diminish his popularity. 
He led by challenging our economic structures, understanding that it would cause discomfort. 
Dr. King understood that unity cannot be won on the cheap; that we would have to earn it through great 
effort and determination. That is the unity, the hard-earned unity that we need right now. It is that 
effort, and that determination, that can transform blind optimism into hope.  
People have remarked on the fact that I talk about hope a lot in my campaign. They tease me a little bit. 
Some have been scornful. They say “oh he's talking about hope again, he is so idealistic, he is so naïve, 
he's a hopemonger,”. That's ok. It's true. I talk about hope. I talk about it a lot because the odds of me 
standing here today are so small, so remote that I couldn't have gotten here without some hope. 
My daddy left me when I was two years old. 
I needed some hope to get here. 
I was raised by a single mother. 
I needed some hope to get here. 
I got in trouble when I was a teenager. Did some things folks don't like to talk about. I needed some 
hope to get here. I wasn't born into money or great wealth or great privileges or statuses. I was given 
love, and education and some hope. That's what I got. That's my birth right. So I talk about hope. I put 
hope on my campaign signs. Don't even have my name on it. Just says hope. Folks don't know what 
they're voting for but it makes them feel good. 
So you know, huh? 
I spoke about hope at the democratic convention, I, I wrote a book called the Audacity of Hope. 
So I'm puzzled then when people some of the other candidates make a mockery of the idea. They say 
I'm paddling false hopes; “get a reality check,” they tell me. I have to try to understand what they're 
saying the implication is if you are hopeful, that you somehow must be engaging in wishful thinking your 
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head must be in the clouds; that you must be passive just sit back and wait for things to happen to you. 
That seems to be the implication. So I had to explain to the people. That's not what hope is. 
Hope is not blind optimism. Hope is not ignorance of the barriers and hurdles and hazards that stand in 
your way. Hope's just the opposite. I know how hard it will be to provide healthcare to every single 
American. Insurance companies, drug companies, they don't wanna give up their profits. 
I know it won't be easy to have an energy policy that makes sense for Americans, because the old 
companies like writing the energy bills. 
I know that alleviating poverty, or making sure all our children can learn, or eliminating the scourge of 
racism in our society. None of those things lend themselves to simple solutions. 
I know because I fought on the streets as a community organizer in poor neighborhoods on the south 
side of Chicago alongside those without jobs or prospects for the future. I have fought in the courts as a 
civil rights attorney for those who had been denied job opportunity or denied access to the ballet box. 
I've seen good legislation die because, well I've seen that too. I've seen good legislation die, because 
good intentions weren't enough, because they weren't fortified with a political majority and political 
will. 
I've seen this country this country's judgment clouded by fear. I know how easily a country can be misled 
when it is afraid.  
I know how hard it is. Everybody here understands how difficult it is to bring about true change; change 
that we can believe in. 
But I also know this: 
That nothing in this country worthwhile has ever happened except somebody, somewhere decided to 
hope. That's how this country was founded because a group of patriots decided they were gonna take 
on the British Empire; nobody was putting their money on them.   
That's how slaves and abolitionists resisted that evil system. 
And that's how a new president was able to charter course to ensure that this nation would no longer 
remain half slaved and half free. 
That's how the greatest generation defeated fascism and overcame a great depression.  
That's how women won the right to vote. 
That's how workers won the right to organize.  
That's how young people and old people and middle-aged folks were willing to walk instead of ride the 
bus; folks came down on freedom rides and they marched and they sat in and they were beaten and fire 
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hoses were set on them and dogs were set on them and some went to jail and some died for freedom's 
cause; that's what hope is. 
Imagining and then fighting for and struggling for and sometimes dying for what seemed impossible 
before. There is nothing naive about that. There are no false hopes in that. 
I don't believe in false hopes. 
Imagine if John F. Kennedy had looked up at the moon and said “That's too far. False hopes. We can't go 
there”. 
If Dr. King had stood on the Lincoln memorial and said “You all go home. We can't overcome”. 
There's no such thing as false hopes, but what I know deep in my heart is that we cannot bring about 
change unless we are unified, unless we do it together. Change does not happen from the top down in 
America or anywhere else. It happens from the bottom up. 
It happens because ordinary people dream extraordinary things; it's because all of you decide that 
change must come. That I know. 
It wasn't just one voice. It wasn't just one voice that shouted out before the walls of Jericho; all the 
voices came together; a course of voices. That's what gives me hope. Not just those who are sent to high 
office, but the changes that are happening in ordinary places. The stories that give me my hope don't 
happen in the spotlight. When I think about Dr. King I suspect he was sustained not by having dinner 
with presidents, not by getting a Nobel peace prize, but coming back to church and seeing the mothers 
of the church and the deacons; those who maintained their dignity were standing up straight in the face 
of injustice. That's where he drew his hope. He saw God in their faces. 
Those stories don’t happen on the presidential stage. They happen in the quiet corners of our lives. 
They happen in the moments we least expect. So let me close by giving an example of one of those 
stories. 
There is a young woman, twenty-three year old white woman named Ashley Baia who organizes for our 
campaign in Florence, South Carolina. Ashley has been working to organize mostly black folks. She's in 
Florence, South Carolina. She's been doing it since the beginning of the campaign and the other day she 
was at a roundtable discussion where everyone went around telling their story who they were and why 
they were there. And so Ashley explained. She started things off by explaining why she was there, and 
she explained that when she was nine years old her mother got cancer. And because she had to miss a 
day of work, she was let go and lost her health care and then she had to file for bankruptcy. 
They were on hard times and that’s when Ashley, nine years old at that time, decided that she had to do 
something to help her mom. And she knew that food was one of their most expensive costs; they didn’t 
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have a lot of money. Ashley lived in a poor household. And so Ashley convinced her mother that what 
she really liked and really wanted to eat more than anything else was mustard and relish sandwiches. 
She had heard that condiments like mustard and relish were cheap. She concocted in her own mind at 
the age of nine that she would convince her mother that that's the only thing she wanted to eat every 
day because she figured that would be a way of saving money for the family and helping them alleviate 
their hardships. So she did this for a year until her mum got better. She did this for a year until her mom 
got better, and she told everyone at the roundtable that the reason she joined our campaign was so that 
she could help the millions of other children in the country who want and need to help their parents 
too. She had heard me speak about my mother having cancer, and having to worry about maybe not 
getting the healthcare she needed because of her preexisting condition. She had connected with that. 
She thought maybe Barack would fight for my mother, and if he would fight for my mother then maybe I 
will fight alongside him. That's what had brought her to Florence. 
So Ashley finishes her story and then goes around the room and asks everyone else why they're 
supporting the campaign. They all have different stories and different reasons. 
Some bring up specific issues, some talk about affirmative action. Some talk about, you know, I wanna 
see more jobs in the community. Some are frustrated about trade, some just like me. So they all got a 
bunch of different reasons and finally at the end of this discussion they come to this elderly black man. 
He's been sitting there quite the whole time, hasn't been saying a word, and Ashley asks him why is he 
there and he doesn't bring up a specific issue. He does not say healthcare or the economy. He doesn't 
talk about the Iraq war. He doesn't say anything about education. He doesn't say that he's there because 
he likes Barack Obama or he's proud of the possibility of the first African American president. He simply 
says to everyone in the room: ”I am here because of Ashley. I am here because of this young girl and the 
fact that she is willing to fight for what she believes in and that reminds me that I have still some fight 
left inside me and I'm gonna stand up for what I believe in.”. Now by itself that single moment of 
recognition between that young white girl and that old black man, that's not enough to change a 
country. By itself is not enough to give healthcare to the sick or jobs to the jobless or education to our 
children but it is where we begin. 
That's why I believe that the walls in that room begin to shake at that moment, and if they can shake in 
that room then they can shake in Atlanta, and if they can shake in Atlanta then they can shake in the 
state of Georgia, and if they can shake in Georgia they can shake all across America. And if enough of 
our voices join together and if we see each other in each other's eyes, we can bring those walls tumbling 
down. 
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The walls of Jericho can finally come tumbling down. That is our hope. But only if we pray together if we 
work together and if we march together. Ebenezer, we cannot walk alone. Brothers and sisters, we 
cannot walk alone.  
In the struggle for justice and equality, we cannot walk alone. 
In the struggle for opportunity and justice we cannot walk alone. 
In the struggle to heal this nation and repair the world we cannot walk alone. So I ask you to walk with 
me and march with and join your voices with mine and together we will sing the song that tears down 
the wall that divides us and lift up an America that is truly indivisible with liberty and justice for all. 
God bless the memory of the great pastor of this church, and may God bless the United States of 
America. Thank You, thank you. 
 
CBC speech 
Hello, CBC!    Thank you so much. Thank you.  Please, everybody have a seat.  It is wonderful to be with 
all of you tonight.  It's good to be with the conscience of the Congress.    Thank you, Chairman Cleaver 
and brother Payne, for all that you do each and every day.  Thank you, Dr. Elsie Scott, president and CEO 
of the CBC Foundation, and all of you for your outstanding work with your internship program, which 
has done so much for so many young people.  And I had a chance to meet some of the young people 
backstage -- an incredible, unbelievably impressive group.  
  
You know, being here with all of you -- with all the outstanding members of the Congressional Black 
Caucus -- reminds me of a story that one of our friends, a giant of the civil rights movement, Reverend 
Dr. Joseph Lowery, told one day.  Dr. Lowery -- I don't think he minds me telling that he turns 90 in a 
couple weeks.    He’s been causing a ruckus for about 89 of those years.    
 
A few years back, Dr. Lowery and I were together at Brown Chapel A.M.E. Church in Selma.    We've got 
some Selma folks in the house.    And Dr. Lowery stood up in the pulpit and told the congregation the 
story of Shadrach and Meshach and Abednego in the fiery furnace.  You know the story -- it’s about 
three young men bold enough to stand up for God, even if it meant being thrown in a furnace.  And they 
survived because of their faith, and because God showed up in that furnace with them. 
 
Now, Dr. Lowery said that those three young men were a little bit crazy.  But there’s a difference, he 
said, between good crazy and bad crazy.    Those boys, he said, were “good crazy.”  At the time, I was 
running for president -- it was early in the campaign.  Nobody gave me much of a chance.  He turned to 
me from the pulpit, and indicated that someone like me running for president -- well, that was crazy.    
But he supposed it was good crazy.  
  
He was talking about faith, the belief in things not seen, the belief that if you persevere a better day lies 
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ahead.  And I suppose the reason I enjoy coming to the CBC -- what this weekend is all about is, you and 
me, we're all a little bit crazy, but hopefully a good kind of crazy.    We’re a good kind of crazy because 
no matter how hard things get, we keep the faith; we keep fighting; we keep moving forward.  
 
And we've needed faith over these last couple years.  Times have been hard.  It’s been three years since 
we faced down a crisis that began on Wall Street and then spread to Main Street, and hammered 
working families, and hammered an already hard-hit black community.  The unemployment rate for 
black folks went up to nearly 17 percent -- the highest it’s been in almost three decades; 40 percent, 
almost, of African American children living in poverty; fewer than half convinced that they can achieve 
Dr. King’s dream.  You’ve got to be a little crazy to have faith during such hard times.  
  
It’s heartbreaking, and it’s frustrating.  And I ran for President, and the members of the CBC ran for 
Congress, to help more Americans reach that dream.    We ran to give every child a chance, whether he’s 
born in Chicago, or she comes from a rural town in the Delta.  This crisis has made that job of giving 
everybody opportunity a little bit harder.  
  
We knew at the outset of my presidency that the economic calamity we faced wasn’t caused overnight 
and wasn’t going to be solved overnight.  We knew that long before the recession hit, the middle class in 
this country had been falling behind -– wages and incomes had been stagnant; a sense of financial 
security had been slipping away.  And since these problems were not caused overnight, we knew we 
were going to have to climb a steep hill.   
 
But we got to work.  With your help, we started fighting our way back from the brink.  And at every step 
of the way, we’ve faced fierce opposition based on an old idea -- the idea that the only way to restore 
prosperity can’t just be to let every corporation write its own rules, or give out tax breaks to the 
wealthiest and the most fortunate, and to tell everybody that they're on their own.  There has to be a 
different concept of what America’s all about.  It has to be based on the idea that I am my brother’s 
keeper and I am my sister’s keeper, and we’re in this together.  We are in this thing together.    
  
We had a different vision and so we did what was right, and we fought to extend unemployment 
insurance, and we fought to expand the Earned Income Tax Credit, and we fought to expand the Child 
Tax Credit -- which benefited nearly half of all African American children in this country.    And millions of 
Americans are better off because of that fight.    
  
Ask the family struggling to make ends meet if that extra few hundred dollars in their mother’s paycheck 
from the payroll tax cut we passed made a difference.  They’ll tell you.  Ask them how much that Earned 
Income Tax Credit or that Child Tax Credit makes a difference in paying the bills at the end of the 
month.   
 
When an army of lobbyists and special interests spent millions to crush Wall Street reform, we stood up 
for what was right.  We said the time has come to protect homeowners from predatory mortgage 
lenders.  The time has come to protect consumers from credit card companies that jacked up rates 
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without warning.    We signed the strongest consumer financial protection in history.  That’s what we 
did together.   
  
Remember how many years we tried to stop big banks from collecting taxpayer subsidies for student 
loans while the cost of college kept slipping out of reach?  Together, we put a stop to that once and for 
all.  We used those savings to make college more affordable.  We invested in early childhood education 
and community college and HBCUs.  Ask the engineering student at an HBCU who thought he might 
have to leave school if that extra Pell Grant assistance mattered.    
 
We’re attacking the cycle of poverty that steals the future from too many children -- not just by pouring 
money into a broken system, but by building on what works -– with Promise Neighborhoods modeled 
after the good work up in Harlem; Choice Neighborhoods rebuilding crumbling public housing into 
communities of hope and opportunity; Strong Cities, Strong Communities, our partnership with local 
leaders in hard-hit cities like Cleveland and Detroit.  And we overcame years of inaction to win justice for 
black farmers because of the leadership of the CBC and because we had an administration that was 
committed to doing the right thing.    
 
And against all sorts of setbacks, when the opposition fought us with everything they had, we finally 
made clear that in the United States of America nobody should go broke because they get sick.  We are 
better than that.    And today, insurance companies can no longer drop or deny your coverage for no 
good reason.  In just a year and a half, about one million more young adults have health insurance 
because of this law.    One million young people.  That is an incredible achievement, and we did it with 
your help, with the CBC’s help.   
 
So in these hard years, we’ve won a lot of fights that needed fighting and we’ve done a lot of good.  But 
we’ve got more work to do.  So many people are still hurting.  So many people are still barely hanging 
on.  And too many people in this city are still fighting us every step of the way.   
 
So I need your help.  We have to do more to put people to work right now.  We’ve got to make that 
everyone in this country gets a fair shake, and a fair shot, and a chance to get ahead.    And I know we 
won’t get where we need to go if we don’t travel down this road together.  I need you with me.   
    
That starts with getting this Congress to pass the American Jobs Act.    You heard me talk about this plan 
when I visited Congress a few weeks ago and sent the bill to Congress a few days later.  Now I want that 
bill back -- passed.  I’ve got the pens all ready.  I am ready to sign it.  And I need your help to make it 
happen.   
  
Right now we’ve got millions of construction workers out of a job.  So this bill says, let’s put those men 
and women back to work in their own communities rebuilding our roads and our bridges.  Let’s give 
these folks a job rebuilding our schools.  Let’s put these folks to work rehabilitating foreclosed homes in 
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the hardest-hit neighborhoods of Detroit and Atlanta and Washington.  This is a no-brainer.    
  
Why should we let China build the newest airports, the fastest railroads?  Tell me why our children 
should be allowed to study in a school that’s falling apart?  I don’t want that for my kids or your kids.  I 
don’t want that for any kid.  You tell me how it makes sense when we know that education is the most 
important thing for success in the 21st century.    Let’s put our people back to work doing the work 
America needs done.  Let’s pass this jobs bill.   
  
We’ve got millions of unemployed Americans and young people looking for work but running out of 
options.  So this jobs bill says, let’s give them a pathway, a new pathway back to work.  Let’s extend 
unemployment insurance so that more than six million Americans don’t lose that lifeline.  But let’s also 
encourage reforms that help the long-term unemployed keep their skills sharp and get a foot in the 
door.  Let’s give summer jobs for low-income youth that don’t just give them their first paycheck but 
arm them with the skills they need for life.    
  
Tell me why we don’t want the unemployed back in the workforce as soon as possible.  Let’s pass this 
jobs bill, put these folks back to work.      
  
Why are we shortchanging our children when we could be putting teachers back in the classroom right 
now, where they belong?    Laying off teachers, laying off police officer, laying off firefighters all across 
the country because state and local budgets are tough.  Why aren’t we helping?  We did in the first two 
years.  And then this other crowd came into Congress and now suddenly they want to stop.  Tell me why 
we shouldn’t give companies tax credits for hiring the men and women who’ve risked their lives for this 
country -- our veterans.  There is no good answer for that.  They shouldn’t be fighting to find a job when 
they come home.     
 
These Republicans in Congress like to talk about job creators.  How about doing something real for job 
creators?  Pass this jobs bill, and every small business owner in America, including 100,000 black-owned 
businesses, will get a tax cut.    You say you’re the party of tax cuts.  Pass this jobs bill, and every worker 
in America, including nearly 20 million African American workers, will get a tax cut.    Pass this jobs bill, 
and prove you’ll fight just as hard for a tax cut for ordinary folks as you do for all your contributors.    
  
These are questions that opponents of this jobs plan will have to answer.  Because the kinds of ideas in 
this plan in the past have been supported by both parties.  Suddenly Obama is proposing it -- what 
happened?    What happened?  You all used to like to build roads.    Right?  What happened?  Reverend, 
you know what happened?  I don’t know.  They used to love to build some roads.    
  
Now, I know some of our friends across the aisle won’t support any new spending that’s not paid for.  I 
agree that’s important.  So last week, I laid out a plan to pay for the American Jobs Act, and to bring out 
-- down our debt over time.  You say the deficit is important?  Here we go.  I’m ready to go. It’s a plan 
that says if we want to create jobs and close this deficit, then we’ve got to ask the folks who have 
benefited most -- the wealthiest Americans, the biggest, most profitable corporations -- to pay their fair 
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share.    
  
We are not asking them to do anything extraordinary.  The reform we’re proposing is based on a simple 
principle:  Middle-class folks should not pay higher tax rates than millionaires and billionaires.    That’s 
not crazy -- or it’s good crazy.    Warren Buffett’s secretary shouldn’t pay a higher tax rate than Warren 
Buffett.  A teacher or a nurse or a construction worker making $50,000 a year shouldn’t pay higher tax 
rates than somebody making $50 million.  That’s just common sense.   
  
We’re not doing this to punish success.  This is the land of opportunity.  I want you to go out, start a 
business, get rich, build something.  Out country is based on the belief that anybody can make it if they 
put in enough sweat and enough effort.  That is wonderful.  God bless you.  But part of the American 
idea is also that once we've done well we should pay our fair share --  -- to make sure that those schools 
that we were learning in can teach the next generation; that those roads that we benefited from -- that 
they're not crumbling for the next bunch of folks who are coming behind us; to keep up the nation that 
made our success possible.  
 
And most wealthy Americans would agree with that.  But you know the Republicans are already dusting 
off their old talking points.  That's class warfare, they say.  In fact, in the next breath, they’ll complain 
that people living in poverty -- people who suffered the most over the past decade -- don’t pay enough 
in taxes.  That's bad crazy.    When you start saying, at a time when the top one-tenth of 1 percent has 
seen their incomes go up four or five times over the last 20 years, and folks at the bottom have seen 
their incomes decline -- and your response is that you want poor folks to pay more?  Give me a break.  If 
asking a billionaire to pay the same tax rate as a janitor makes me a warrior for the working class, I wear 
that with a badge of honor.  I have no problem with that.   It's about time.    
 
They say it kills jobs -- oh, that's going to kill jobs.  We’re not proposing anything other than returning to 
the tax rates for the wealthiest Americans that existed under Bill Clinton.  I played golf with Bill Clinton 
today.  I was asking him, how did that go?    Well, it turns out we had a lot of jobs.  The well-to-do, they 
did even better.  So did the middle class.  We lifted millions out of poverty.  And then we cut taxes for 
folks like me, and we went through a decade of zero job growth.  
  
So this isn't speculation.  We've tested this out.  We tried their theory; didn’t work.  Tried our theory; it 
worked.  We shouldn’t be confused about this.   
 
This debate is about priorities.  If we want to create new jobs and close the deficit and invest in our 
future, the money has got to come from somewhere.  And so, should we keep tax loopholes for big oil 
companies?  Or should we put construction workers and teachers back on the job?    Should we keep tax 
breaks for millionaires and billionaires?  Or should we invest in our children’s education and college aid?  
Should we ask seniors to be paying thousands of dollars more for Medicare, as the House Republicans 
propose, or take young folks’ health care away?  Or should we ask that everybody pay their fair share? 
This is about fairness.  And this is about who we are as a country.  This is about our commitment to 
future generations. 
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When Michelle and I think about where we came from -- a little girl on the South Side of Chicago, son of 
a single mom in Hawaii -- mother had to go to school on scholarships, sometimes got food stamps.  
Michelle's parents never owned their own home until she had already graduated -- living upstairs above 
the aunt who actually owned the house.  We are here today only because our parents and our 
grandparents, they broke their backs to support us.    But they also understood that they would get a 
little bit of help from their country.  Because they met their responsibilities, this country would also be 
responsible, would also provide good public schools, would also provide recreation  -- parks that were 
safe, making sure that they could take the bus without getting beat over the head, making sure that 
their kids would be able to go to college even if they weren’t rich. 
  
We're only here because past generations struggled and sacrificed for this incredible, exceptional idea 
that it does not matter where you come from, it does not matter where you’re born, doesn’t matter 
what you look like -- if you’re willing to put in an effort, you should get a shot.  You should get a shot at 
the American Dream.    
  
And each night, when we tuck in our girls at the White House, I think about keeping that dream alive for 
them and for all of our children.  And that’s now up to us.  And that’s hard. This is harder than it’s been 
in a long, long time.  We’re going through something we haven’t seen in our lifetimes.  
 
 And I know at times that gets folks discouraged.  I know.  I listen to some of you all.    I understand that.  
And nobody feels that burden more than I do.  Because I know how much we have invested in making 
sure that we’re able to move this country forward.  But you know, more than a lot of other folks in this 
country, we know about hard.  The people in this room know about hard.    And we don’t give in to 
discouragement.  
 
Throughout our history, change has often come slowly.  Progress often takes time.  We take a step 
forward, sometimes we take two steps back.  Sometimes we get two steps forward and one step back.  
But it’s never a straight line.  It’s never easy.  And I never promised easy.  Easy has never been promised 
to us.  But we’ve had faith.  We have had faith.  We’ve had that good kind of crazy that says, you can’t 
stop marching.    
  
Even when folks are hitting you over the head, you can’t stop marching.  Even when they’re turning the 
hoses on you, you can’t stop.    Even when somebody fires you for speaking out, you can’t stop.    Even 
when it looks like there’s no way, you find a way -- you can’t stop.    Through the mud and the muck and 
the driving rain, we don’t stop.  Because we know the rightness of our cause -- widening the circle of 
opportunity, standing up for everybody’s opportunities, increasing each other’s prosperity.  We know 
our cause is just.  It’s a righteous cause.  
  
So in the face of troopers and teargas, folks stood unafraid.  Led somebody like John Lewis to wake up 
after getting beaten within an inch of his life on Sunday -- he wakes up on Monday:  We’re going to go 
march.   
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Dr. King once said:  “Before we reach the majestic shores of the Promised Land, there is a frustrating and 
bewildering wilderness ahead.  We must still face prodigious hilltops of opposition and gigantic 
mountains of resistance.  But with patient and firm determination we will press on.”    
  
So I don’t know about you, CBC, but the future rewards those who press on.    With patient and firm 
determination, I am going to press on for jobs.    I'm going to press on for equality.    I'm going to press 
on for the sake of our children.    I'm going to press on for the sake of all those families who are 
struggling right now.  I don’t have time to feel sorry for myself.  I don’t have time to complain.  I am 
going to press on.    
 
I expect all of you to march with me and press on.    Take off your bedroom slippers, put on your 
marching shoes.  Shake it off.    Stop complaining, stop grumbling, stop crying.  We are going to press 
on.  We’ve got work to do, CBC.    
  
God bless you, and God bless the United States of America.   
 
Hampton University speech 
It is aâˆ… extraordinary honor to have an opportunity to be here at Hampton. It is a privilege to stand 
with so many ministers from across this country and we thank God and His blessings for this wonderful 
day. 
I wanna thank University President, Dr. William Harvey for all the excellent work that he's done - thank 
you. 
The Conference President Dr. William Curtis - than you so much. Thank you. 
Conference secretary, Dr. Timothy Boddie, thank you. To all the Conference Officers, Ministers, Friends, 
Dignitaries, Congressman Bobby Scott for his outstanding work - be grateful for him. And then I've got to 
give a special shout-out to my pastor. The guy who puts up with me, counsels me, listens to my wife 
complain about me. He's a friend and a great leader [UNINTELLIGIBLE]. 
Please, everybody, give an extraordinary welcome to my pastor, Dr. Jeremiah Wright, Jr., Trinity the 
United Church of Christ. Where's he at? There he is. That's him. That's him right there. 
I am so grateful to be here with all of you today, I generally try to avoid speaking at Ministers' 
Conferences because you've got too many good preachers in this auditorium and it makes the politician 
look pale and uninspiring in comparison. 
I'm not gonna try to shout, I'm not gonna try to compete. I just wanna conceive right now. You've got 
some better speakers on this stage than me. So please don't hold me to those high standards. But you 
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know, sometimes the spirit moves me and - Not necessarily today. But a few weeks ago, I attended a 
service at First A.M.E. Church in Los Angeles to commemorate the 15th anniversary of the Los Angeles 
Riots. Some of you remember that after a jury acquitted 4 police officers of beating Rodney King; a 
beating that was filmed and flashed around the world - LA erupted. 
I remember the sense of despair and powerlessness in watching one of America's greatest cities 
engulfed in flames. But in the middle of that desperate time, there was a miracle that took place. 
I remember reading about, this news article, and I clipped it, I saved it, and I refer to this article 15 years 
later: a story about a baby born with a bullet in its arm. What had happened was that a doctor named 
Andy Moosa was relating this story. He was working the afternoon shift on April 30 at St. Francis Medical 
Center in Lynwood as the second day of violence was exploding in the streets, and he tells us about a 
pregnant woman who had been wearing a white dress. She was in Compton, she was on her way to the 
supermarket in her car. Suddenly, her sister-in-law notices a red spot in the middle of her white dress 
and says 'I think you've been shot'. 
The bullet had gone in, but it had not exited. The doctor described in this article the ultrasound and how 
he realized that the bullet was in the baby. 
The doctor said, "We could tell it was lodged in one of the upper limbs. We needed to get this baby out 
so we were in the delivery room right away" 
And here's the thing: If you sometimes lose faith, here's the part of the story to remember: the baby 
looked great. Except for the swelling in the right elbow in the fleshy part where the bullet had gone in, 
nothing else was wrong with the baby - hadn't even fractured a bone. The bullet had lodged in the soft 
tissue in the muscle. By God's grace, the baby was fine. 
It was breathing and crying and kicking. Took the baby out, removed the bullet, stitched up the baby's 
arm, and everything was fine. 
Praise God. 
The doctor went on to say that there would always be a scar to remind that child how quickly she came 
into the world in this very unusual circumstance. 
I've been thinking and praying about that story. 
I've been thinking that there's always going to be a scar there, that doesn't go away. You take the bullet 
out. You stitch up the wound and 15 years later, there's still going to be a scar. But yet somewhere this 
young 15-year-old lady is walking around. She's remembering the circumstance of her birth. But because 
somebody took the time to heal her, she's gonna be fine. 
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Many of the folks in this room know just where they were when the riot struck in Los Angeles. When 
tragedy struck the corner of Florence and Normandy, most of the ministers here know that those riots 
did not erupt over night; there had been a "quiet riot" building up in Los Angeles and across this country 
for years. 
If you had gone to any street corner in Chicago or Baton Rouge or Hampton â€” you would have found 
the same young men and women without hope, without miracles, and without a sense of destiny other 
than life on the edge 
â€” the edge of the law, the edge of the economy, the edge of family structures, the edge of 
communities. These "quiet riots" that take place every day are born from the same place as the fires and 
destruction and the police decked out in riot gear and the deaths. They happen when a sense of 
disconnect settles in and hope dissipates. Despair takes hold and young people all across this country 
look at the way the world is and believe that things are never going to get better.  
You tell yourself, my school will always be second rate. 
You tell yourself, there will never be a good job waiting for me to excel at. 
You tell yourself, I will never be able to afford a place that I can be proud of and call my home. 
That despair quietly simmers and makes it impossible to build strong communities and neighborhoods. 
And then one afternoon a jury says, "Not guilty" â€” or a hurricane hits New Orleans â€” and that 
despair is revealed for the world to see. 
Much of what we saw on our television screens 15 years ago was Los Angeles expressing a lingering, 
ongoing, pervasive legacy - a tragic legacy out of the tragic history this country. A history that this 
country has never fully come to terms with. This is not to excuse the violence of bashing in a man's head 
or destroying somebody's store and their life's work. That kind of violence is inexcusable and self-
defeating. It does, however, describe the reality of many communities around this country. 
And it made me think about our cities and communities all around this country, how not only do we still 
have scars from that riot and the "quiet riots" that happen every day-but how in too many places we 
haven't even taken the bullet out. 
We have left the bullet in. 
Look at what happened in New Orleans and along the Gulf Coast when Katrina hit.  
People ask me whether I thought race was the reason the response was so slow. I said, "No. This 
Administration was colorblind in its incompetence." 
But 
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But everyone here knows the disaster and the poverty happened long before that hurricane hit. All the 
hurricane did was lay bare what we ignore each and every day which is that there are whole sets of 
communities that are impoverished, that don't have meaningful opportunity, that don't have hope and 
they are forgotten. 
This disaster was - has been going on for generations. All the hurricane did was pull back the screen so 
we could see what had been taking place. 
And of course, the federal response after Katrina was similar to the response we saw after the riots in 
LA. You know what happens. Bobby knows what happens. People in Washington wake up and are 
surprised that there's poverty in our midst. Folks are frustrated. Black people angry. 
Then there's gonna be some panels and there are hearings. And there are commissions. And there are 
reports. And then there is some aid money although we don't always know where it's going. It can't 
seem to get to people who need it. And nothing really changes except the news coverage quiets down. 
And Anderson Cooper is on to something else. And the quiet riot keeps on. 
Our churches were generous. Our denominations were generous during this time. Some of the people 
who are here today gathered up millions of dollars. Sent thousands of dollars here, countless prayers 
down to the Gulf Coast. But despite this extraordinary generosity, here we are 20 months later; 20 
months later - or 15 years later in the case of Los Angeles - and the homes haven't been built, the 
businesses haven't returned, and those same communities are still drowning and smoldering under the 
same hopelessness as before the hurricane hit. 
And so God is asking us today to remember the miracle of that baby. And He is asking us, he says "take 
that bullet out". If we have more black men in prison than are in our colleges and universities, then it's 
time to take the bullet out. If we have millions of people going to the emergency room for treatable 
illnesses like asthma; it's time to take the bullet out. 
If too many of our kids don't have health insurance; it's time to take the bullet out. If we keep sending 
our kids to dilapidated school buildings, if we keep fighting this war in Iraq, a war that never should have 
been authorized and waged, a war that's costing us $275 million dollars a day that could have been 
invested in rebuilding communities all across this country - it is time to take that bullet out. 
We have all these challenges and nothing's changing, then every minister in America needs to get into 
the ER. for surgery. Take this bullet out. 
What's stopping us? 
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What's stopping us from taking these bullets out and rebuilding our families, our communities, our 
nation and our faith in one another? What's stopping us from seeing the light and the way and the faith 
that unites us? 
Well 
Well, I've been on a journey trying to get at the truth of that question for a long time. 
I mentioned Reverend Wright, I first met Reverend Wright when I moved to Chicago after college. I had 
been inspired by the Civil Rights Movement. 
The images of young people, straight-backed, clear-eyed. Marching for their freedom, sitting down at 
lunch [UNINTELLIGIBLE], going to jail. I had been too young to participate but I, I wanted to be a part of 
that. 
So there had been a group of churches on the far south-side of Chicago. That were trying to deal with 
the devastation of the steel plants that had closed and communities that had fallen on the hard times. 
And so I worked with these churches for three-and-a-half years. Trying to get pastors and lay-people to 
work together. To help rebuild communities. 
And that's where I met Reverend Wright. Started going to Trinity, United Church of Christ. He helped me 
on another journey and introduced me to someone named Jesus Christ. 
And 
And I learned that my sins could be redeemed. I learned that those days that I was too weak to 
accomplish myself maybe he could accomplish HIM for me if I placed my trust in him. And I learned that 
ordinary people can achieve extraordinary things when they believe in him and they come together and 
are guided by him. 
We understand the possibilities of God's powers, but we don't always seek it out. We push it aside. We 
get caught up in powers and the principality and what they can do for us. What they offer us.  
Materialism. 
Prestige. 
Fame. 
That's what happens to our politics and our politicians. Politics has become a business and not a mission. 
Power is always trumping principal. 
Our leadership sometimes long on rhetoric. But short on follow-through, we get discouraged. We feel 
cynical. The leaders in Washington have forgotten President Kennedy's call to remember that "here on 
Earth God's work must truly be our own." In the last several years, we have seen Washington become a 
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place where driving the wedge to further divide us and keep score of who's up and who's down is more 
important than who's working on behalf of the sick and the hungry and the lonely and the homeless. 
We have been told that our mounting debts don't matter; we can give tax-cuts to the wealthiest folks in 
this nation; folks that don't need them and weren't even asking for them, and we'll fight a war at the 
same time and don't worry about trillions of dollars of debt - somebody else is gonna pay for it; been 
told the economy is doing great; you don't have health care, you don't have a job, you're just not 
working hard enough. Tough luck. You're on your own. 
Been told that people's anxieties about rising health care costs and disappearing pensions aren't a big 
deal.  
Stop being so pessimistic. 
Stop engaging in class warfare, we're told. 
We've been told that climate change is a hoax, our broken schools can't be fixed. We're destined to send 
millions of dollars a day in oil money to Middle East dictators, that we can't do anything about Darfur; 
that Africa and AIDS is not our problem. And when it comes to faith, we've been told that all that 
matters is what divides us; Evangelicals, don't be talking to Mainline Protestants. Black church? That's 
different from the White church. Add stories about Trinity United Church of Christ because we talked 
about black people in church. Oh, that might be a separatist church. 
Catholics can't be getting together with Protestants or Muslims or Jews. 
And when we have an honest debate about the crises we face, whether it's from the pulpit or the 
campaign trail, the pundits don't want us to find common ground, they want us to find somebody to 
blame. They want to divide us into Red States and Blue States, and tell us to always point the finger at 
somebody else, the other party or people of a different faith, or immigrants or gay people. 
Journey teaches us that they are going to keep on trying to drive that wedge; they are gonna keep those 
distraction going, they are gonna keep our faiths separate until we shout from the mountain top, "Our 
Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. We believe in you. We believe in your will and your 
way, and that we are all God's children and that we can all unite 
to work together to make sure that the vulnerable and the aged and the sick and our children are cared 
for in this country,”; We can take that bullet out if we work together as a team.  
Right here in this room, we believe that God is big enough to overcome the smallness of our politics; He 
is big enough to overcome our doubts and our worries and our cynicism. He is big enough to love 
children of every color and creed and political label. 
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It's time to unite behind our faith and help all of God's children around the world and here at home to 
realize that we are all surgeons. We are all nurses. We are all orderlies. Let's start fighting, let's start out 
with fighting poverty in this country. 37 million Americans are poor. Most of them work. Most are single 
mothers and children. Most are forgotten by leaders in Washington. And by the media elites. 
It's time to take the bullet out and lift the poor out of despair and into the middle class of America. 
That's why throughout my years in the Illinois State Senate and every day on this campaign I've been 
fighting to expand the Earned Income Tax Credit, so that if somebody is working full-time they should be 
able to have a living wage. We should be increasing the minimum wage so people aren't in poverty 
working 40 hours a week. We should put a qualified teacher and more math and science teachers in our 
struggling schools, and pay our teachers more if we value education. 
Don't talk about 'leave no child behind' and then leave the money behind 
for 'No Child Left Behind'. 
We don't need slogans; we need federal dollars - increase Pell Grants. Every child who is qualified should 
be able to go to college; build more homes that people can afford. A 400,000-dollar-home is not an 
affordable home. Go after predatory lenders; They are taking advantage of folks who are just trying to 
pursue the American dream. And make sure we rebuild New Orleans and the Gulf.  
Stop going. Cut the bureaucracy, cut the red tape. 
Think about it. There is a law. I just want to give you one example because this is one that steams me up.   
This isn't in the prepared remarks: 
Down in New Orleans where they still have not rebuilt, 20 months later. 
There is a law, federal law, when you get reconstruction money from the federal government called the 
Stafford Act, and basically it says, when you get federal money you gotta give a 10% match; The local 
governments gotta come up with 10%. Every 10 dollars the federal government comes up with, local 
government's gotta give a dollar. Now here is the thing:  
When 9/11 happened in New York City they waved the Stafford Act, said, “this is too serious a problem; 
we can't expect New York City to rebuild on its own. Forget that dollar you've gotta put in, here's ten 
dollars”, and that was the right thing to do. 
When Hurricane Andrew struck in Florida people said, “look at this devastation: We don't expect you to 
come up with your own money here. Here is the money to rebuild. We're not going to wait for you to 
scratch it together, because you are part of the American family.” 
What's happening down in New Orleans? 
Where is your dollar? 
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Where is you Stafford Act money? 
Makes no sense. 
Tells me the bullet hasn't been taken out. 
Tells me that somehow the people down in New Orleans, they don't care about as much. 
We need to do more than just fight poverty in this country. There are a couple of things that we can also 
do; to diminish poverty. We can approach it in two ways by taking mutual responsibility for each other. 
As a society, but also asking more individual responsibility to strengthen our families. If we wanna stop 
the cycle of poverty we need to start with our families. We need to start supporting parents with young 
children. 
There is a pioneering Nurse-Family Partnership program right now; offers home visits by trained 
registered nurses to low-income mothers and mothers-to-be. These mothers love their children, but 
they don't always know what to do.  
Don't know that you shouldn't be giving them potato chips for breakfast. Don't know that you should 
turn off the TV and read a book to them once in a while and so the nurses work with them; learn how to 
care for themselves before the baby is born and to do after. 
We know that you invest a dollar in this you get three dollars back. We save money by making sure that 
parents are doing the right thing by their children. Why don't we expanding those programs? Raises 
healthy babies and creates better parents. Produces more than 28,000 dollars in net savings for every 
high-risk family enrolled in the program. That's why we're gonna expand this to make sure that half a 
million families get this all across the country under the Obama presidency. 
We can do this. 
Our God is big enough to accomplish that. 
We need to give our young people some real choices so they move away from gangs and violence and 
connect to growing job sectors. 
We know that our young people get in trouble after school. 
So we gotta expand after-school programs. We know that low-income children lose what they learned 
the previous years during the summer school because they don't have fancy camps to go to and 
enrichment programs 
So set up summer school programs for our children in need. 
I'm gonna set up a 5-E Youth Service Corps. Five "E's" stand for energy efficiency, environmental 
education and employment. 
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They're talking about climate change and rightfully so, and the need to stop global warming. But how 
about if we put young people to work all across the country insulating homes, get them apprenticeships 
so that they can engage in this new energy-efficient economy? There is nothing wrong with that, the 
same way that we should have had our young people trained to rebuild the homes down in the Gulf. We 
don't need Halliburton doing it, we can have the people who were displaced doing that work. 
Our God is big enough to do that. 
We know that supporting ex-offenders and their families will keep men out of prison in the future. That 
is why I want to expand federal programs that help ex-offenders and sign the Second Chance Act into 
law. 
I don't know; I don't know why we haven't set up the kinds of support system for ex-offenders that 
makes sense. We engage in prison ministries all the time, but the federal government and state 
governments have not invested the way they need to. 
I don't know who thought that it was smart. That it was a smart thing to do to take educational 
programs out of our prisons, when we know that out young men and, increasingly, young women who 
are in there are illiterate and need the education so that they can adapt and get on the right course. 
We need to invest in transitional jobs. When there are people who are homeless, veterans struggling 
with post-traumatic stress disorder from this war in Iraq, thousands of children aging out of foster care, 
we can't expect them to have all the skills they need to work. They may need help with basic skills - how 
to show up to work on time, how to wear the right clothes, how to act appropriately in an office. We 
have to help them get there. 
That's why I have called for an innovative job training program and workforce development programs. 
Millions of dollars targeted directly at these folks who just need a leg into the economy. Transportation 
assistance. 
Low-income workers spend up to 36% of their incomes on transportation. Some of them spending two 
hours each way commuting back and forth from work. That is why I will fight to ensure that the federal 
Jobs Access and Reverse Commute program provides grants to improve low-income access to 
transportation. And that's why we need additional federal public transportation dollars flowing to the 
highest-need communities. We don't need to build more high-ways to the suburbs if we have people in 
the cities right now who want to work but have no way of getting to those jobs. We gotta help connect 
them to the jobs that exist. 
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We should be investing in minority-owned businesses in our neighborhoods so people don't need to 
travel miles away. Less than one percent of the $250 billion in venture capital dollars that we invest 
nationwide each year has been directed to the country's minority business owners.  
In recent years, there has been a significant decline in the share of the Small Business Investment 
Company financings that have gone to minority-owned and women-owned businesses. We're gonna 
change that and strengthen the Small Business Administration to provide more capital to minority-
owned businesses.  We can do that. We need to bring an end to red-lining and improve the Community 
Reinvestment Act and make sure that we have dollars flowing, because there are budding entrepreneurs 
and the only opportunity they should have should not just be in the drug trade. 
We should be giving them financing to open up all kinds of businesses. 
And here's one final idea today that will help break the cycle of poverty: affordable health care for every 
single American. 
Our God is big enough for that. 
The other day I, 
I've spent a lot of time in Iowa and I, 
I love the rest of you all, but a lot of time in Iowa and New Hampshire, I met a couple who owns a small 
business in northern Iowa that hundreds of people in their community count on every day to get their 
internet access.  
But today they are on the verge of bankruptcy - and it is all because of their health care costs. Seventeen 
years ago the husband had cancer. He's recovered now, but every year since then, his family's premiums 
have gone up, and they can't find anyone else who will insure them. They now pay forty percent of their 
income in health care premiums, they haven't been able to save a dime for their kids' college education, 
they're having trouble paying for things like clothes and gas. When the loan officer first uttered the word 
"bankruptcy," it was one of the worst days of their life. They said, and I'm quoting here, “We have done 
everything right. We have done everything we were supposed to do. This is not who we are. This is not 
what was supposed to happen. This is not who we are.” 
I have a health care plan that will cover every American and cut the cost of every family's premiums by 
up to $2500 a year.  
If you don't have health care, this plan will offer you coverage that's similar to the kind that Bobby and I 
get as members of Congress give themselves. I don't know why the tax-payers don't have health 
insurance when we do, you guys are our sponsors. 
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If you do have health care already, it will bring down your premiums by investing in information 
technology preventive care, so that children who have treatable illnesses like asthma don't have to go to 
the emergency room, so that folks with chronic illnesses like diabetes, we're investing in giving them the 
medicine when they need it and monitoring what they eat, sending them to podiatrists instead of 
spending 30,000 dollars on a foot amputation. 
And by the way, while we're at it, we're gonna say to the drug-companies: “We're gonna negotiate for 
the best price, we're tired of you price-gouging,” and we're gonna say to the insurance companies, stop 
spending more money denying coverage than paying coverage; We do all that we can save 75-100 
billion a year and give health care to every single American by the next president's first term - by the end 
of my first term as president of the United States of America. Every person can have health care 
coverage in this country. 
I know I'm probably running long, so let me close by… 
You know, before we start all this work ending poverty, providing health care, job opportunities, 
improving our educational system, we need to stop spending that money in Iraq. 
I am proud I opposed this war from the very beginning, back in 2002 when it wasn't popular to be 
against the war. Everybody's against the war now. Wanna make that point. I opposed it because I 
believed strongly that it could lead to the disaster we find ourselves in today, our brave young service 
men and women mired in the middle of a civil war. That's why I introduced a plan in the beginning of 
this year, saying that we're gonna have all our combat troops out by March 31st of next year. Force the 
Iraqi government to meet its obligations.  We need 16 Republican votes in the Senate to vote this 
President to change course in Iraq. That is the only chance we have to end this war in Iraq, that is real, 
that is not symbolism. 16 votes in the senate, comparable number in the House, and we can bring an 
end to this war.  
Our God is big enough to help us do that, but we have got to stand up and say: "It is time for us to end 
this war in Iraq." 
And we all know that our faith will be tested and it will be challenged, we know that our faith sometimes 
has been used as a wedge to divide us, but we also know that with the big God, with the loving and 
forceful God, we unite in His name, we can finish his work on Earth. 
In the face of impossible odds, people who love their country can change it. 
With a uniting faith, with a God powerful enough to empower us-we can take the bullets out. 
You know how the doctors do it. The doctors are in the operating room.  
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You've got a head surgeon, the one's got the scalpel, but others are watching the monitors and 
administering the IV. The nurses are on the job. The orderlies are on the job. 
There was a team that got the bullet out of the baby 15 years ago. She's got a scar on her arm, always 
will, but she will survive.  
Just like America will survive. 
Just like black folks will survive. 
We won't forget where we came from. 
We won't forget what happened 19 months ago, or 15 years ago, or 300 years ago. 
We know who the head surgeon is, and we're on the case. We're going to pull bullet after bullet out. 
We're going to stitch up arm after arm. We're going to wear those scars proudly because they signify 
our past and our pursuit of justice. We're going to usher in a new America the way that newborn child 
was ushered in. We're never going to forget there is always hope, there is always light in the midst of 
desperate days that a baby can be born even in the midst of a riot and a bullet in her arm. We can come 
together as one people and transform this nation. 
Our God is big enough for that. Thank you very much, Hampton University. God bless you all. Thank you. 
Thank you. 
 
A More Perfect Union speech 
“We the people, in order to form a more perfect union.” 
Two hundred and twenty one years ago, in a hall that still stands across the street, a group of men 
gathered and, with these simple words, launched America’s improbable experiment in democracy. 
Farmers and scholars; statesmen and patriots who had traveled across an ocean to escape tyranny and 
persecution finally made real their declaration of independence at a Philadelphia convention that lasted 
through the spring of 1787. 
 
The document they produced was eventually signed but ultimately unfinished. It was stained by this 
nation’s original sin of slavery, a question that divided the colonies and brought the convention to a 
stalemate until the founders chose to allow the slave trade to continue for at least twenty more years, 
and to leave any final resolution to future generations. 
Of course, the answer to the slavery question was already embedded within our Constitution – a 
Constitution that had at is very core the ideal of equal citizenship under the law; a Constitution that 
promised its people liberty, and justice, and a union that could be and should be perfected over time. 
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And yet words on a parchment would not be enough to deliver slaves from bondage, or provide men 
and women of every color and creed their full rights and obligations as citizens of the United States. 
What would be needed were Americans in successive generations who were willing to do their part – 
through protests and struggle, on the streets and in the courts, through a civil war and civil disobedience 
and always at great risk – to narrow that gap between the promise of our ideals and the reality of their 
time. 
This was one of the tasks we set forth at the beginning of this campaign – to continue the long march of 
those who came before us, a march for a more just, more equal, more free, more caring and more 
prosperous America. I chose to run for the presidency at this moment in history because I believe deeply 
that we cannot solve the challenges of our time unless we solve them together – unless we perfect our 
union by understanding that we may have different stories, but we hold common hopes; that we may 
not look the same and we may not have come from the same place, but we all want to move in the 
same direction – towards a better future for of children and our grandchildren. 
This belief comes from my unyielding faith in the decency and generosity of the American people. But it 
also comes from my own American story. 
I am the son of a black man from Kenya and a white woman from Kansas. I was raised with the help of a 
white grandfather who survived a Depression to serve in Patton’s Army during World War II and a white 
grandmother who worked on a bomber assembly line at Fort Leavenworth while he was overseas. I’ve 
gone to some of the best schools in America and lived in one of the world’s poorest nations. I am 
married to a black American who carries within her the blood of slaves and slaveowners – an inheritance 
we pass on to our two precious daughters. I have brothers, sisters, nieces, nephews, uncles and cousins, 
of every race and every hue, scattered across three continents, and for as long as I live, I will never 
forget that in no other country on Earth is my story even possible. 
It’s a story that hasn’t made me the most conventional candidate. But it is a story that has seared into 
my genetic makeup the idea that this nation is more than the sum of its parts – that out of many, we are 
truly one. 
Throughout the first year of this campaign, against all predictions to the contrary, we saw how hungry 
the American people were for this message of unity. Despite the temptation to view my candidacy 
through a purely racial lens, we won commanding victories in states with some of the whitest 
populations in the country. In South Carolina, where the Confederate Flag still flies, we built a powerful 
coalition of African Americans and white Americans. 
This is not to say that race has not been an issue in the campaign. At various stages in the campaign, 
some commentators have deemed me either “too black” or “not black enough.” We saw racial tensions 
bubble to the surface during the week before the South Carolina primary. The press has scoured every 
exit poll for the latest evidence of racial polarization, not just in terms of white and black, but black and 
brown as well. 
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And yet, it has only been in the last couple of weeks that the discussion of race in this campaign has 
taken a particularly divisive turn. 
On one end of the spectrum, we’ve heard the implication that my candidacy is somehow an exercise in 
affirmative action; that it’s based solely on the desire of wide-eyed liberals to purchase racial 
reconciliation on the cheap. On the other end, we’ve heard my former pastor, Reverend Jeremiah 
Wright, use incendiary language to express views that have the potential not only to widen the racial 
divide, but views that denigrate both the greatness and the goodness of our nation; that rightly offend 
white and black alike. 
I have already condemned, in unequivocal terms, the statements of Reverend Wright that have caused 
such controversy. For some, nagging questions remain. Did I know him to be an occasionally fierce critic 
of American domestic and foreign policy? Of course. Did I ever hear him make remarks that could be 
considered controversial while I sat in church? Yes. Did I strongly disagree with many of his political 
views? Absolutely – just as I’m sure many of you have heard remarks from your pastors, priests, or 
rabbis with which you strongly disagreed. 
But the remarks that have caused this recent firestorm weren’t simply controversial. They weren’t 
simply a religious leader’s effort to speak out against perceived injustice. Instead, they expressed a 
profoundly distorted view of this country – a view that sees white racism as endemic, and that elevates 
what is wrong with America above all that we know is right with America; a view that sees the conflicts 
in the Middle East as rooted primarily in the actions of stalwart allies like Israel, instead of emanating 
from the perverse and hateful ideologies of radical Islam. 
As such, Reverend Wright’s comments were not only wrong but divisive, divisive at a time when we 
need unity; racially charged at a time when we need to come together to solve a set of monumental 
problems – two wars, a terrorist threat, a falling economy, a chronic health care crisis and potentially 
devastating climate change; problems that are neither black or white or Latino or Asian, but rather 
problems that confront us all. 
Given my background, my politics, and my professed values and ideals, there will no doubt be those for 
whom my statements of condemnation are not enough. Why associate myself with Reverend Wright in 
the first place, they may ask? Why not join another church? And I confess that if all that I knew of 
Reverend Wright were the snippets of those sermons that have run in an endless loop on the television 
and You Tube, or if Trinity United Church of Christ conformed to the caricatures being peddled by some 
commentators, there is no doubt that I would react in much the same way 
But the truth is, that isn’t all that I know of the man. The man I met more than twenty years ago is a man 
who helped introduce me to my Christian faith, a man who spoke to me about our obligations to love 
one another; to care for the sick and lift up the poor. He is a man who served his country as a U.S. 
Marine; who has studied and lectured at some of the finest universities and seminaries in the country, 
and who for over thirty years led a church that serves the community by doing God’s work here on Earth 
– by housing the homeless, ministering to the needy, providing day care services and scholarships and 
prison ministries, and reaching out to those suffering from HIV/AIDS. 
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In my first book, Dreams From My Father, I described the experience of my first service at Trinity: 
“People began to shout, to rise from their seats and clap and cry out, a forceful wind carrying the 
reverend’s voice up into the rafters….And in that single note – hope! – I heard something else; at the 
foot of that cross, inside the thousands of churches across the city, I imagined the stories of ordinary 
black people merging with the stories of David and Goliath, Moses and Pharaoh, the Christians in the 
lion’s den, Ezekiel’s field of dry bones. Those stories – of survival, and freedom, and hope – became our 
story, my story; the blood that had spilled was our blood, the tears our tears; until this black church, on 
this bright day, seemed once more a vessel carrying the story of a people into future generations and 
into a larger world. Our trials and triumphs became at once unique and universal, black and more than 
black; in chronicling our journey, the stories and songs gave us a means to reclaim memories that we 
didn’t need to feel shame about…memories that all people might study and cherish – and with which we 
could start to rebuild.” 
That has been my experience at Trinity. Like other predominantly black churches across the country, 
Trinity embodies the black community in its entirety – the doctor and the welfare mom, the model 
student and the former gang-banger. Like other black churches, Trinity’s services are full of raucous 
laughter and sometimes bawdy humor. They are full of dancing, clapping, screaming and shouting that 
may seem jarring to the untrained ear. The church contains in full the kindness and cruelty, the fierce 
intelligence and the shocking ignorance, the struggles and successes, the love and yes, the bitterness 
and bias that make up the black experience in America. 
And this helps explain, perhaps, my relationship with Reverend Wright. As imperfect as he may be, he 
has been like family to me. He strengthened my faith, officiated my wedding, and baptized my children. 
Not once in my conversations with him have I heard him talk about any ethnic group in derogatory 
terms, or treat whites with whom he interacted with anything but courtesy and respect. He contains 
within him the contradictions – the good and the bad – of the community that he has served diligently 
for so many years. 
I can no more disown him than I can disown the black community. I can no more disown him than I can 
my white grandmother – a woman who helped raise me, a woman who sacrificed again and again for 
me, a woman who loves me as much as she loves anything in this world, but a woman who once 
confessed her fear of black men who passed by her on the street, and who on more than one occasion 
has uttered racial or ethnic stereotypes that made me cringe. 
These people are a part of me. And they are a part of America, this country that I love. 
Some will see this as an attempt to justify or excuse comments that are simply inexcusable. I can assure 
you it is not. I suppose the politically safe thing would be to move on from this episode and just hope 
that it fades into the woodwork. We can dismiss Reverend Wright as a crank or a demagogue, just as 
some have dismissed Geraldine Ferraro, in the aftermath of her recent statements, as harboring some 
deep-seated racial bias. 
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But race is an issue that I believe this nation cannot afford to ignore right now. We would be making the 
same mistake that Reverend Wright made in his offending sermons about America – to simplify and 
stereotype and amplify the negative to the point that it distorts reality. 
The fact is that the comments that have been made and the issues that have surfaced over the last few 
weeks reflect the complexities of race in this country that we’ve never really worked through – a part of 
our union that we have yet to perfect. And if we walk away now, if we simply retreat into our respective 
corners, we will never be able to come together and solve challenges like health care, or education, or 
the need to find good jobs for every American. 
Understanding this reality requires a reminder of how we arrived at this point. As William Faulkner once 
wrote, “The past isn’t dead and buried. In fact, it isn’t even past.” We do not need to recite here the 
history of racial injustice in this country. But we do need to remind ourselves that so many of the 
disparities that exist in the African-American community today can be directly traced to inequalities 
passed on from an earlier generation that suffered under the brutal legacy of slavery and Jim Crow. 
Segregated schools were, and are, inferior schools; we still haven’t fixed them, fifty years after Brown v. 
Board of Education, and the inferior education they provided, then and now, helps explain the pervasive 
achievement gap between today’s black and white students. 
Legalized discrimination – where blacks were prevented, often through violence, from owning property, 
or loans were not granted to African-American business owners, or black homeowners could not access 
FHA mortgages, or blacks were excluded from unions, or the police force, or fire departments – meant 
that black families could not amass any meaningful wealth to bequeath to future generations. That 
history helps explain the wealth and income gap between black and white, and the concentrated 
pockets of poverty that persists in so many of today’s urban and rural communities. 
A lack of economic opportunity among black men, and the shame and frustration that came from not 
being able to provide for one’s family, contributed to the erosion of black families – a problem that 
welfare policies for many years may have worsened. And the lack of basic services in so many urban 
black neighborhoods – parks for kids to play in, police walking the beat, regular garbage pick-up and 
building code enforcement – all helped create a cycle of violence, blight and neglect that continue to 
haunt us. 
This is the reality in which Reverend Wright and other African-Americans of his generation grew up. 
They came of age in the late fifties and early sixties, a time when segregation was still the law of the land 
and opportunity was systematically constricted. What’s remarkable is not how many failed in the face of 
discrimination, but rather how many men and women overcame the odds; how many were able to 
make a way out of no way for those like me who would come after them. 
But for all those who scratched and clawed their way to get a piece of the American Dream, there were 
many who didn’t make it – those who were ultimately defeated, in one way or another, by 
discrimination. That legacy of defeat was passed on to future generations – those young men and 
increasingly young women who we see standing on street corners or languishing in our prisons, without 
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hope or prospects for the future. Even for those blacks who did make it, questions of race, and racism, 
continue to define their worldview in fundamental ways. For the men and women of Reverend Wright’s 
generation, the memories of humiliation and doubt and fear have not gone away; nor has the anger and 
the bitterness of those years. That anger may not get expressed in public, in front of white co-workers or 
white friends. But it does find voice in the barbershop or around the kitchen table. At times, that anger 
is exploited by politicians, to gin up votes along racial lines, or to make up for a politician’s own failings. 
And occasionally it finds voice in the church on Sunday morning, in the pulpit and in the pews. The fact 
that so many people are surprised to hear that anger in some of Reverend Wright’s sermons simply 
reminds us of the old truism that the most segregated hour in American life occurs on Sunday morning. 
That anger is not always productive; indeed, all too often it distracts attention from solving real 
problems; it keeps us from squarely facing our own complicity in our condition, and prevents the 
African-American community from forging the alliances it needs to bring about real change. But the 
anger is real; it is powerful; and to simply wish it away, to condemn it without understanding its roots, 
only serves to widen the chasm of misunderstanding that exists between the races. 
In fact, a similar anger exists within segments of the white community. Most working- and middle-class 
white Americans don’t feel that they have been particularly privileged by their race. Their experience is 
the immigrant experience – as far as they’re concerned, no one’s handed them anything, they’ve built it 
from scratch. They’ve worked hard all their lives, many times only to see their jobs shipped overseas or 
their pension dumped after a lifetime of labor. They are anxious about their futures, and feel their 
dreams slipping away; in an era of stagnant wages and global competition, opportunity comes to be 
seen as a zero sum game, in which your dreams come at my expense. So when they are told to bus their 
children to a school across town; when they hear that an African American is getting an advantage in 
landing a good job or a spot in a good college because of an injustice that they themselves never 
committed; when they’re told that their fears about crime in urban neighborhoods are somehow 
prejudiced, resentment builds over time. 
Like the anger within the black community, these resentments aren’t always expressed in polite 
company. But they have helped shape the political landscape for at least a generation. Anger over 
welfare and affirmative action helped forge the Reagan Coalition. Politicians routinely exploited fears of 
crime for their own electoral ends. Talk show hosts and conservative commentators built entire careers 
unmasking bogus claims of racism while dismissing legitimate discussions of racial injustice and 
inequality as mere political correctness or reverse racism. 
Just as black anger often proved counterproductive, so have these white resentments distracted 
attention from the real culprits of the middle class squeeze – a corporate culture rife with inside dealing, 
questionable accounting practices, and short-term greed; a Washington dominated by lobbyists and 
special interests; economic policies that favor the few over the many. And yet, to wish away the 
resentments of white Americans, to label them as misguided or even racist, without recognizing they are 
grounded in legitimate concerns – this too widens the racial divide, and blocks the path to 
understanding. 
97 
 
This is where we are right now. It’s a racial stalemate we’ve been stuck in for years. Contrary to the 
claims of some of my critics, black and white, I have never been so naïve as to believe that we can get 
beyond our racial divisions in a single election cycle, or with a single candidacy – particularly a candidacy 
as imperfect as my own. 
But I have asserted a firm conviction – a conviction rooted in my faith in God and my faith in the 
American people – that working together we can move beyond some of our old racial wounds, and that 
in fact we have no choice is we are to continue on the path of a more perfect union. 
For the African-American community, that path means embracing the burdens of our past without 
becoming victims of our past. It means continuing to insist on a full measure of justice in every aspect of 
American life. But it also means binding our particular grievances – for better health care, and better 
schools, and better jobs – to the larger aspirations of all Americans — the white woman struggling to 
break the glass ceiling, the white man whose been laid off, the immigrant trying to feed his family. And it 
means taking full responsibility for own lives – by demanding more from our fathers, and spending more 
time with our children, and reading to them, and teaching them that while they may face challenges and 
discrimination in their own lives, they must never succumb to despair or cynicism; they must always 
believe that they can write their own destiny. 
Ironically, this quintessentially American – and yes, conservative – notion of self-help found frequent 
expression in Reverend Wright’s sermons. But what my former pastor too often failed to understand is 
that embarking on a program of self-help also requires a belief that society can change. 
The profound mistake of Reverend Wright’s sermons is not that he spoke about racism in our society. 
It’s that he spoke as if our society was static; as if no progress has been made; as if this country – a 
country that has made it possible for one of his own members to run for the highest office in the land 
and build a coalition of white and black; Latino and Asian, rich and poor, young and old — is still 
irrevocably bound to a tragic past. But what we know — what we have seen – is that America can 
change. That is true genius of this nation. What we have already achieved gives us hope – the audacity 
to hope – for what we can and must achieve tomorrow. 
In the white community, the path to a more perfect union means acknowledging that what ails the 
African-American community does not just exist in the minds of black people; that the legacy of 
discrimination – and current incidents of discrimination, while less overt than in the past – are real and 
must be addressed. Not just with words, but with deeds – by investing in our schools and our 
communities; by enforcing our civil rights laws and ensuring fairness in our criminal justice system; by 
providing this generation with ladders of opportunity that were unavailable for previous generations. It 
requires all Americans to realize that your dreams do not have to come at the expense of my dreams; 
that investing in the health, welfare, and education of black and brown and white children will 
ultimately help all of America prosper. 
In the end, then, what is called for is nothing more, and nothing less, than what all the world’s great 
religions demand – that we do unto others as we would have them do unto us. Let us be our brother’s 
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keeper, Scripture tells us. Let us be our sister’s keeper. Let us find that common stake we all have in one 
another, and let our politics reflect that spirit as well. 
For we have a choice in this country. We can accept a politics that breeds division, and conflict, and 
cynicism. We can tackle race only as spectacle – as we did in the OJ trial – or in the wake of tragedy, as 
we did in the aftermath of Katrina – or as fodder for the nightly news. We can play Reverend Wright’s 
sermons on every channel, every day and talk about them from now until the election, and make the 
only question in this campaign whether or not the American people think that I somehow believe or 
sympathize with his most offensive words. We can pounce on some gaffe by a Hillary supporter as 
evidence that she’s playing the race card, or we can speculate on whether white men will all flock to 
John McCain in the general election regardless of his policies. 
We can do that. 
But if we do, I can tell you that in the next election, we’ll be talking about some other distraction. And 
then another one. And then another one. And nothing will change. 
That is one option. Or, at this moment, in this election, we can come together and say, “Not this time.” 
This time we want to talk about the crumbling schools that are stealing the future of black children and 
white children and Asian children and Hispanic children and Native American children. This time we 
want to reject the cynicism that tells us that these kids can’t learn; that those kids who don’t look like us 
are somebody else’s problem. The children of America are not those kids, they are our kids, and we will 
not let them fall behind in a 21st century economy. Not this time. 
This time we want to talk about how the lines in the Emergency Room are filled with whites and blacks 
and Hispanics who do not have health care; who don’t have the power on their own to overcome the 
special interests in Washington, but who can take them on if we do it together. 
This time we want to talk about the shuttered mills that once provided a decent life for men and women 
of every race, and the homes for sale that once belonged to Americans from every religion, every region, 
every walk of life. This time we want to talk about the fact that the real problem is not that someone 
who doesn’t look like you might take your job; it’s that the corporation you work for will ship it overseas 
for nothing more than a profit. 
This time we want to talk about the men and women of every color and creed who serve together, and 
fight together, and bleed together under the same proud flag. We want to talk about how to bring them 
home from a war that never should’ve been authorized and never should’ve been waged, and we want 
to talk about how we’ll show our patriotism by caring for them, and their families, and giving them the 
benefits they have earned. 
I would not be running for President if I didn’t believe with all my heart that this is what the vast 
majority of Americans want for this country. This union may never be perfect, but generation after 
generation has shown that it can always be perfected. And today, whenever I find myself feeling 
doubtful or cynical about this possibility, what gives me the most hope is the next generation – the 
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young people whose attitudes and beliefs and openness to change have already made history in this 
election. 
There is one story in particularly that I’d like to leave you with today – a story I told when I had the great 
honor of speaking on Dr. King’s birthday at his home church, Ebenezer Baptist, in Atlanta. 
There is a young, twenty-three year old white woman named Ashley Baia who organized for our 
campaign in Florence, South Carolina. She had been working to organize a mostly African-American 
community since the beginning of this campaign, and one day she was at a roundtable discussion where 
everyone went around telling their story and why they were there. 
And Ashley said that when she was nine years old, her mother got cancer. And because she had to miss 
days of work, she was let go and lost her health care. They had to file for bankruptcy, and that’s when 
Ashley decided that she had to do something to help her mom. 
She knew that food was one of their most expensive costs, and so Ashley convinced her mother that 
what she really liked and really wanted to eat more than anything else was mustard and relish 
sandwiches. Because that was the cheapest way to eat. This is the mind of a nine-year-old. 
She did this for a year until her mom got better, and she told everyone at the roundtable that the reason 
she joined our campaign was so that she could help the millions of other children in the country who 
want and need to help their parents too. 
Now Ashley might have made a different choice. Perhaps somebody told her along the way that the 
source of her mother’s problems were blacks who were on welfare and too lazy to work, or Hispanics 
who were coming into the country illegally. But she didn’t. She sought out allies in her fight against 
injustice. 
Anyway, Ashley finishes her story and then goes around the room and asks everyone else why they’re 
supporting the campaign. They all have different stories and reasons. Many bring up a specific issue. And 
finally they come to this elderly black man who’s been sitting there quietly the entire time. And Ashley 
asks him why he’s there. And he does not bring up a specific issue. He does not say health care or the 
economy. He does not say education or the war. He does not say that he was there because of Barack 
Obama. He simply says to everyone in the room, “I am here because of Ashley.” 
“I’m here because of Ashley.” By itself, that single moment of recognition between that young white girl 
and that old black man is not enough. It is not enough to give health care to the sick, or jobs to the 
jobless, or education to our children. 
But it is where we start. It is where our union grows stronger. And as so many generations have come to 
realize over the course of the two-hundred and twenty one years since a band of patriots signed that 
document in Philadelphia, that is where the perfection begins. 
 
CHARTS SHOWING INCONCLUSIVE RESULTS 
TOPIC 
TOPIC AND ALL VARIABLES  
Topic and all variables in King’s Church 
 America   African 
American 
Community 
  Biblical   Obama   Ashley   
 GAm  ? AAVE GAm ? AAVE GAm ? AAVE GAm ? AAVE GAm ? AAVE 
Happy 190 0 42 62 0 22 20 0 3 31 0 11 50 0 18 
Price 37 19 4 17 6 0 6 1 1 26 1 16 33 4 0 
-ing 29 0 7 12 0 6 1 0 0 7 0 2 13 0 4 
All  502 
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27 
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Topic and all variables in CBC 
TOPIC in CBC  
 America   African 
American 
Community 
  Biblical   Obama   Introduction   
 GAm (0) ? AAVE 
(1) 
GAm (0) ? AAVE 
(1) 
GAm (0) ? AAVE 
(1) 
GAm (0) ? AAVE 
(1) 
GAm (0) ? AAVE 
(1) 
Happy 182 0 6 250 0 7 2 0 0 6 0 0 8 0 1 
Price 57 9 2 59 12 6 1 0 0 2 1 0 1 4 0 
-ing 41 0 10 25 0 17 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 
All  60 9 18 346 12 30 4 0 0 9 1 1 14 4 1 
 Topic and all variables in Hampton University 
37:10 America   African 
American 
community 
  Biblical   Obama   Introduction   Total 
 GAm (0) ? Aave 
(1) 
GAm (0) ? Aave 
(1) 
GAm 
(0) 
? Aave 
(1) 
GAm 
(0) 
? Aave 
(1) 
GAm (0) ? Aave 
(1) 
 
Happy 171 15 73 11 6 8 24 1 5 8 1 3 7 0 11 344 
Price 66 31 33 5 1 4 9 6 5 16 6 10 7 2 9 210 
-ing 54 4 38 5 0 0 3 0 2 5 1 6 0 0 0 118 
Total???                 
 
Topic and all variables in Perfect Union 
37:10 America   African 
American 
community 
  Biblical   Obama   Ashley   Total 
 GAm (0) ? Aave 
(1) 
GAm (0) ? Aave 
(1) 
GAm (0) ? Aave 
(1) 
GAm (0) ? Aave 
(1) 
GAm (0) ? Aave 
(1) 
 
Happy 107 11 26 61 7 14 4 1 0 51 8 13 18 4 8 333  
Price 106 6 3 38 6 0 1 0 0 63 1 0 18 0 0 242 
-ing 35 2 0 34 0 0 3 0 0 13 0 0 8 0 0 95 
Total???                 
 
 
 
 
 TOPIC AND UTTERANCE-FINAL HAPPY-VOWEL 
Topic and utterance-final happy-vowel in King’s Church 
America  Afr. Amer. 
Comm. 
 Biblical  Obama  Ashley  
GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) 
2 19 0 16 1 0 0 6 1 6 
9.5% 90.5% 0% 100% 100% 0% 0% 100% 14% 86% 
 
 
Topic and utterance-final happy-vowel in CBC 
America  Afr. Amer. 
Comm. 
 Biblical  Obama  Intro  
GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) 
14 6 8 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 
70% 30% 61.5% 38.5% - - - - - - 
 
Topic and utterance-final happy-vowel in Hampton University 
America  Afr. Amer. 
Comm. 
 Biblical  Obama  Intro  
GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) 
2 31 1 6 0 1 1 2 1 3 
6% 94% 14% 86% 0% 100% 33.5% 66.5% 25% 75% 
 
Topic and utterance-final happy-vowel in Perfect Union 
America  Afr. Amer. 
Comm. 
 Biblical  Obama  Ashley  
GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) GAm (0) AAVE (1) 
1 18 5 9 0 1 1 8 0 6 
5% 95% 35.5% 64.5% 0% 100% 11% 89% 0% 100% 
 
 
 
TOPIC AND HAPPY-VOWEL IN POLYSYLLABIC –Y WORDS 
Topic and happy-vowel in polysyllabic –y words in King’s Church 
America  African 
American 
Community 
 Biblical  Obama  Ashley  
GAm AAVE GAm AAVE GAm AAVE GAm AAVE GAm AAVE 
40 46 10 23 5 3 14 21 11 16 
46.5% 53.5% 30.5% 69.5% 62.5% 37.5% 40% 60% 40.5% 59.5% 
 
Topic and happy-vowel in polysyllabic –y words in CBC 
America  African 
American 
Community 
 Biblical  Obama  Intro  
GAm AAVE GAm AAVE GAm AAVE GAm AAVE GAm AAVE 
58 45 45 7 1 0 3 0 3 0 
56.5% 43.5% 86.5% 13.5% 100% 0% 100% 0% 100% 0% 
 Topic and happy-vowel in polysyllabic –y words in Hampton University 
America  African 
American 
community 
 Biblical  Obama  Introduction  
GAm AAVE GAm AAVE GAm AAVE GAm AAVE GAm AAVE 
61 15 9 6 3 1 3 1 5 0 
80.5% 19.5% 60% 40% 75% 25% 75% 25% 100% 0% 
 
Topic and happy-vowel in polysyllabic –y words in Perfect Union 
America  Afr. 
Americ. 
Comm. 
 Biblical  Obama  Ashley  
GAm AAVE GAm AAVE GAm AAVE GAm AAVE GAm AAVE 
54 16 33 13 1 0 27 13 19 7 
77% 23% 71.5% 28.5% 100% 0% 67.5% 32.5% 73% 27% 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RELATIVE PROGRESSION 
RELATIVE PROGRESSION OF ALL VARIABLES 
Relative progression of all variables in King’s Church 
Time (min) Happy  Price  Ing  
 Standard (0) AAVE (1) Standard (0) AAVE (1) Standard (0) AAVE (1) 
0 110 31 21 2 15 5 
10 122 54 31 8 21 10 
20 78 30 44 11 25 1 
30 50 12 23 0 1 3 
 
Relative progression of all variables in CBC 
Time (min) Happy  Price  Ing  
 Standard (0) AAVE (1) Standard (0) AAVE (1) Standard (0) AAVE (1) 
0 120 7 42 1 24 4 
10 118 4 49 3 38 7 
20 85 3 29 4 6 17 
 
Relative progression of all variables in Hampton University 
Time (min) Happy  Price  Ing  
 Standard (0) AAVE (1) Standard (0) AAVE (1) Standard (0) AAVE (1) 
0 36 37 20 24 18 3 
10 48 21 22 14 16 21 
20 89 27 27 15 20 11 
30 52 16 30 12 12 8 
  
 Relative progression of all variables in Perfect Union 
Time (min) Happy  Price  Ing  
 Standard (0) AAVE (1) Standard (0) AAVE (1) Standard (0) AAVE (1) 
0 73 15 65 1 15 0 
10 77 14 62 0 25 0 
20 46 14 54 1 35 0 
30 0 0 0 0 0 0 
 
 
RELATIVE PROGRESSION OF FINAL UTTERANCE HAPPY VOWEL 
Relative Progression of final utterance happy vowel in King’s Church 
TIME (min) STANDARD (0) AAVE (1) 
From 0 1 12 
From 10 2 11 
From 20 5 8 
From 30 1 4 
 
Relative Progression of final utterance happy vowel in CBC 
TIME (min) STANDARD (0) AAVE (1) 
from 0 9 7 
From 10 6 4 
From 20 7 2 
 
Relative Progression of final utterance happy vowel in Hampton University  
 
 
 
Relative Progression of final utterance happy vowel in Perfect Union 
TIME (min) STANDARD (0) AAVE (1) 
from 0 9 7 
From 10 6 4 
From 20 7 2 
TIME (min) STANDARD (0) AAVE (1) 
From 0 1 12 
From 10 2 11 
From 20 5 8 
From 30 1 4 
  
 
 
RELATIVE PROGRESSION OF HAPPY VOWEL IN –Y WORDS 
Relative Progression of happy vowel in –y words in King’s Church 
Time (min) Standard (0) AAVE (1) 
From 0 29 42 
From 10 18 23 
From 20 27 33 
From 30 6 11 
 
 
 
 
Relative Progression of happy vowel in –y words in CBC 
Time (min) Standard (0) AAVE (1) 
From 0 45 9 
From 10 36 2 
From 20 29 2 
 
Relative Progression of happy vowel in –y words in Hampton University 
Time (min) Standard (0) AAVE (1) 
From 0 24 29 
From 10 20 22 
From 20 20 27 
From 30 13 15 
 
Relative Progression of happy vowel in –y words in Perfect Union  
Time (min) Standard (0) AAVE (1) 
From 0 33 13 
From 10 44 11 
From 20 28 13 
From 30 29 13 
 
 
